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Introduction 


Emotions determine the quality of our lives. They occur in every 
relationship we care about—in the workplace, in our friendships, in 
dealings with family members, and in our most intimate relation- 
ships. They can save our lives, but they can also cause real damage. 
They may lead us to act in ways that we think are realistic and 
appropriate, but our emotions can also lead us to act in ways we 
regret terribly afterward. 


If your boss were to criticize the report you thought she would 
praise, would you react with fear and become submissive rather than 
defend your work? Would that protect you from further harm, or 
might you have misunderstood what she was up to? Could you hide 
what you were feeling and "act professional"? Why would your boss 
smile when she started to talk? Could she be relishing the prospect of 
chewing you out, or could that be the smile of embarrassment? Could 
her smile have been meant to reassure you? Are all smiles the same? 


If you were to confront your spouse with the discovery of a big 
purchase that he had not discussed with you, would you know if it 
was fear or disgust he showed, or if he was pulling the face he shows 
when he is waiting out what he calls "your overly emotional behav- 
ior"? Do you feel emotions the same way he does, the same way 
other people do? Do you get angry or afraid or sad about matters 
that don't seem to bother others, and is there anything you can do 
about that? 


Would you get angry if you were to hear your sixteen-year-old 
daughter coming home two hours after her curfew? What would 
trigger the anger: Would it be the fear you felt each time you 
checked the clock and realized that she hadn't called to say she 
would be late, or the sleep you lost waiting for her to come home? 
The next morning when you talked to her about it, would you con- 
trol your anger so well that she would think you really didn't care 
about the curfew, or would she see your stifled anger and become 
defensive? Could you know from the look on her face if she was 
embarrassed, guilty, or a bit defiant? 


I have written this book to provide answers to such questions. My 
goal is to help readers better understand and improve their emotional 
life. It still amazes me that up until very recently we—both scientists 
and laymen-—knew so little about emotion, given its importance in 
our lives. But it is in the nature of emotion itself that we would not 
fully know how emotions influence us and how to recognize their 
signs in ourselves and others, all matters I explain in this book. 


Emotions can, and often do, begin very quickly, so quickly, in 
fact, that our conscious self does not participate in or even witness 
what in our mind triggers an emotion at any particular moment. 
That speed can save our lives in an emergency, but it can also ruin 
our lives when we overreact. We don't have much control over what 
we become emotional about, but it is possible, though not easy, to 
make some changes in what triggers our emotions and how we 
behave when we are emotional. 


I have been studying emotion for more than forty years, focusing 
primarily on the expression and more recently on the physiology of 
emotion. I have examined psychiatric patients, normal individuals, 
adults, and some children, in this country and many other countries, 
when they overreact, underreact, react inappropriately, lie, and tell 
the truth. Chapter 1, "Emotions Across Cultures," describes this 
research, the platform from which I speak. 

In chapter 2, I ask the question: Why do we become emotional 
when we do? If we are to change what we become emotional about, 
we must know the answer to that question. What triggers each of 
our emotions? Can we remove a particular trigger? If our spouse tells 
us we are taking the long route to get to our destination, annoyance 


or even anger may boil up within us at being directed and having 
our driving acumen criticized. Why couldn't we accept the informa- 
tion without getting emotional? Why does it get to us? Can we 
change so that such minor matters don't make us emotional? These 
issues are discussed in chapter 2, "When Do We Become Emo- 
tional?" 

In chapter 3 I explain how and when we can change what we 
become emotional about. The first step is to identify the hot emo- 
tional triggers that lead us to act in ways we subsequently regret. We 
also need to be able to identify whether a particular trigger is going 
to resist change or be more easily weakened. We won't always suc- 
ceed, but we can, through understanding how emotional triggers 
become established, have a better chance of changing what we 
become emotional about. 


In chapter 4, I explain how our emotional responses—our expres- 
sions, actions, and thoughts—are organized. Can we manage irrita- 
tion so it doesn't appear in our voice or show on our face? Why does 
it sometimes feel as though our emotions are a runaway train, and as 
though we have no control over them? We don't have a chance 
unless we can become more aware of when we are acting emotion- 
ally; very often we are not aware until someone objects to what we 
have done, or until we reflect later. Chapter 4 explains how we can 
become more attentive to our emotions as we have them so there is a 
possibility of behaving emotionally in constructive ways. 


To reduce destructive emotional episodes and enhance construc- 
tive emotional episodes, we need to know the story of each emotion, 
what each emotion is about. By learning the triggers for each emo- 
tion, the ones we share with others and those that are uniquely our 
own, we may be able to lessen their impact, or at least learn why 
some of the emotion triggers are so powerful that they resist any 
attempt to lessen their control over our lives. Each emotion also gen- 
erates a unique pattern of sensations in our body. By becoming bet- 
ter acquainted with those sensations, we may become aware early 
enough in our emotional response that we have some chance to 
choose, if we like, whether to go along or interfere with the emotion. 


Each emotion also has unique signals, the most identifiable being in 
the face and the voice. There's still much research to do on the vocal 


emotional signals, but the photographs provided in the chapters on 
each emotion show the most subtle, easy-to-miss facial expressions 
that signal when an emotion is just beginning or when it is being sup- 
pressed. With the ability to identify emotions early on, we may be bet- 
ter able to deal with people in a variety of situations and to manage 
our own emotional responses to their feelings. 

Separate chapters describe sadness and anguish (chapter 5), anger 
(chapter 6), surprise and fear (chapter 7), disgust and contempt 
(chapter 8), and the many kinds of enjoyment (chapter 9), with sec- 
tions covering: 


e the most common specific triggers for the emotion 

e the function of the emotion, how it serves us, and how it can 
get us into trouble 

e how the emotion is involved in mental disorders 

e exercises that will improve the reader's awareness of the bodily 
sensations involved in the emotion, increasing the possibility that 
readers will be able to choose how they act when they are emotional 

e photographs of the subtlest sign of the emotion in others, so 
readers will be more aware of how others are feeling 

e an explanation of how to use this information about how oth- 
ers are feeling in your relationships in the workplace, in your family, 
and in friendships 


The appendix provides a test you can take before reading the 
book to find out how well you are able to recognize subtle facial 
expressions. You might want to take that test again when you finish 
the book to see if you have improved. 

You might wonder why one of the emotions you are curious 
about doesn't appear in this book. I have chosen to describe the 
emotions we know are universal, experienced by all human beings. 
Embarrassment, guilt, shame, and envy are probably universal, but I 
have focused instead on the emotions that have clear universal 
expressions. I discuss love in the chapter on enjoyable emotions; vio- 
lence, hate, and jealousy in the chapter on anger. 

Science is still delving into the ways each of us experiences the 
emotions—why some of us have more intense emotional experi- 


ences, or tend to become emotional quickly—and I conclude the 
book with what we are learning, what we might learn, and how you 
can use this information in your own life. 

It is hard to overestimate the importance of emotions in our lives. 
My mentor, the late Silvan Tomkins, said emotions are what moti- 
vate our lives. We organize our lives to maximize the experience of 
positive emotions and minimize the experience of negative emo- 
tions. We do not always succeed, but that is what we try to do. He 
claimed that emotion motivates all the important choices we make. 
Writing in 1962, a time when emotions were completely neglected 
in the behavioral sciences, Silvan overstated the matter, for surely 
there can be other motives. But emotions are important, very impor- 
tant in our lives. 

Emotions can override what most psychologists have rather simple- 
mindedly considered the more powerful fundamental motives that 
drive our lives: hunger, sex, and the will to survive. People will not eat 
if they think the only food available is disgusting. They may even 
die, although other people might consider that same food palatable. 
Emotion triumphs over the hunger drive! The sex drive is notori- 
ously vulnerable to the interference of emotions. A person may 
never attempt sexual contact because of the interference of fear or 
disgust, or may never be able to complete a sexual act. Emotion tri- 
umphs over the sex drive! And despair can overwhelm even the will 
to live, motivating a suicide. Emotions triumph over the will to live! 

Put simply, people want to be happy, and most of us don't want 
to experience fear, anger, disgust, sadness, or anguish unless it is in 
the safe confines of a theater or between the covers of a novel. Yet, 
as I will explain later, we couldn't live without those emotions; the 
issue is how to live better with them. 


Emotions 
Across 
Cultures 


I have included in this book all that I 
have learned about emotion during the past forty years that I believe 
can be helpful in improving one's own emotional life. Most of what 
I have written is supported by my own scientific experiments or the 
research of other emotion scientists, but not everything. My own 
research specially was to develop expertise in reading and measuring 
facial expressions of emotions. So equipped, I have been able to 
see—on the faces of strangers, friends, and family members—sub- 
tleties that nearly everyone else misses, and by that means I have 
learned a great deal more than I have yet had the time to prove 
through experiments. When what I write is based just on my obser- 
vations, I note that by phrases such as "I have observed," "I believe," 
"it seems to me. .. ." And when I write based on scientific experi- 
ments I cite in endnotes the specific research supporting what I say. 


Much of what I have written in this book was influenced by my 
cross-cultural studies of facial expression. The evidence changed for- 
ever my view of psychology in general and of emotion in particular. 
Those findings, in places as varied as Papua New Guinea, the United 
States, Japan, Brazil, Argentina, Indonesia, and the former Soviet 
Union, led me to develop my ideas about the nature of emotion. 

At the start of my research in the late 1950s, I wasn't even in- 
terested in facial expression. It was the movements of the hands 
that drew my interest. My method of classifying hand movements 


distinguished neurotic from psychotically depressed patients, and 
indicated how much the patients improved from treatment.’ In the 
early 1960s there wasn't even a tool for directly and precisely mea- 
suring the complex, often rapidly changing facial movements shown 
by the depressed patients. I had no idea where to begin, and so I 
didn't. Twenty-five years later, after I had developed a tool for mea- 
suring facial movement, I returned to those patient films and 
unearthed important findings, which I describe in chapter 5. 


I don't think I would have shifted my research focus to facial 
expression and emotion in 1965 if it hadn't been for two strokes of 
luck. Through serendipity the Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(ARPA) of the Department of Defense gave me a grant to do cross- 
cultural studies of nonverbal behavior. I had not sought the grant, but 
because of a scandal—a research project being used to camouflage 
counter-insurgency activity—a major ARPA project was canceled 
and the money budgeted for it had to be spent during that fiscal year 
on overseas research, and on something noncontroversial. By accident 
I happened to walk into the office of the man who had to spend the 
funds. He was married to a woman from Thailand and was impressed 
by differences in their nonverbal communication. He wanted me to 
find out what was universal and what was culturally variable. I was 
reluctant at first, but I couldn't walk away from the challenge. 


I began the project believing that expression and gesture were 
socially learned and culturally variable, and so did the initial group 
of people I asked for advice—Margaret Mead, Gregory Bateson, 
Edward Hall, Ray Birdwhistell, and Charles Osgood. I recalled that 
Charles Darwin had made the opposite claim, but I was so con- 
vinced that he was wrong that I didn't bother to read his book. 

The second stroke of luck was meeting Silvan Tomkins. He had 
just written two books about emotion in which he claimed that 
facial expressions were innate and universal to our species, but he 
had no evidence to back up his claims. I don't think I would ever 
have read his books or met him if we hadn't both submitted articles 
on nonverbal behavior to the same journal at the same time— 
Silvan's a study of the face, mine a study of body movement.’ 

I was very impressed with the depth and breadth of Silvan's 
thinking, but I thought he was probably wrong in his belief, like 


Darwin's, that expressions were innate and therefore universal. I was 
delighted that there were two sides to the argument, that it wasn't 
just Darwin, who had written a hundred years earlier, who opposed 
Mead, Bateson, Birdwhistell, and Hall. It wasn't a dead issue. There 
was a real argument between famous scientists, elder statesmen; and 
I, at the age of thirty, had the chance, and the funding, to try to set- 
tle it once and for all: Are expressions universal, or are they, like lan- 
guage, specific to each culture? Irresistible! I really didn't care who 
proved to be correct, although I didn't think it would be Silvan.* 
In my first study I showed photographs to people in five 
cultures—Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Japan, and the United States— 
and asked them to judge what emotion was shown in each facial 
expression. The majority in every culture agreed, suggesting that 
expressions might really be universal.’ Carrol Izard, another psy- 
chologist who had been advised by Silvan, and was working in other 
cultures, did nearly the same experiment and got the same results.“ 
Tomkins had not told either of us about the other, something that 
we initially resented when we found out we were not doing this 
work alone, but it was better for science that two independent 
researchers found the same thing. It seemed that Darwin was right. 
There was a problem: How could we have found that people 
from many different cultures agreed about what emotion was 
shown in an expression when so many smart people thought just 
the opposite? It wasn't just the travelers who claimed that the 
expressions of the Japanese or the Chinese or some other cultural 
group had very different meanings. Birdwhistell, a respected 
anthropologist who specialized in the study of expression and 
gesture (a protege of Margaret Mead), had written that he 
abandoned Darwin's ideas when he found that in many cul- 
tures people smiled when they were unhappy.” Birdwhistell's claim 
fit the view that dominated cultural anthropology and most of 


*I found just the opposite of what I thought I would discover. That's ideal. Behavioral science findings 
are more credible when they counter rather than confirm the scientist's expectations. In most fields of 
science it is just the opposite; findings are more trusted if they were predicted ahead of time. That is 
because the possibility of bias or error is checked by the tradition of scientists repeating one another's 
experiments to see if they will get the same results. Unfortunately, that tradition doesn't exist in rhe 
behavioral sciences. Experiments are rarely repeated, either by the scientist who originally did the work 
or by others. Without that safeguard, behavioral scientists are more vulnerable to finding unwittingly 
only what they want to find. 


psychology—anything socially important, such as emotional 
expressions, must be the product of learning, and therefore dif- 
ferent in each culture. 

I reconciled our findings that expressions are universal with Bird- 
whistell's observation of how they differ from one culture to another 
by coming up with the idea of display rules. These, I proposed, are 
socially learned, often culturally different, rules about the manage- 
ment of expression, about who can show which emotion to whom 
and when they can do so. It is why in most public sporting contests 
the loser doesn't show the sadness and disappointment he or she 
feels. Display rules are embodied in the parent's admonition—"Get 
that smirk off your face." These rules may dictate that we diminish, 
exaggerate, hide completely, or mask the expression of emotion we 
are feeling.° 


I tested this formulation in a series of studies that showed that 
when alone Japanese and Americans displayed the same facial expres- 
sions in response to seeing films of surgery and accidents, but when 
a scientist sat with them as they watched the films, the Japanese 
more than the Americans masked negative expressions with a smile. 
In private, innate expressions; in public, managed expressions.’ 
Since it is the public behavior that anthropologists and most travel- 
ers observe, I had my explanation and evidence of its operation. In 
contrast, symbolic gestures—such as the head nod yes, the head 
shake no, and the A-OK gesture—are indeed culture-specific.* Here 
Birdwhistell, Mead, and most other behavioral scientists were right, 
though they were wrong about the facial expressions of emotion. 


There was a loophole, and if I could see it, so might Birdwhistell 
and Mead, who I knew would search for any way to dismiss my 
findings. All the people I (and Izard) had studied might have learned 
the meaning of Western facial expressions by watching Charlie 
Chaplin and John Wayne on the movie screen and television tube. 
Learning from the media or having contact with people from other 
cultures could explain why people from different cultures had 
agreed about the emotions shown in my photographs of Caucasians. 
I needed a visually isolated culture where the people had seen no 
movies, no television, no magazines, and few, if any, outsiders. If 
they thought the same emotions were shown in my set of facial 


expression photographs as the people in Chile, Argentina, Brazil, 
Japan, and the United States, I would have it nailed. 

My entry to a Stone Age culture was Carleton Gajdusek, a neu- 
rologist who had been working for more than a decade in such iso- 
lated places in the highlands of Papua New Guinea. He was trying 
to find the cause of a strange disease, kuru, which was killing about 
half the people in one of these cultures. The people believed it was 
due to sorcery. When I arrived on the scene, Gajdusek already knew 
that it was due to a slow virus, a virus that incubates for many years 
before any symptoms become apparent (AIDS is such a virus). He 
didn't yet know how it was transmitted. (It turned out to be canni- 
balism. These people didn't eat their enemies, who would be more 
likely to be in good health if they died in combat. They ate only 
their friends who died of some kind of disease, many of them from 
kuru. They didn't cook them before eating, so diseases were readily 
passed on. Gajdusek some years later won the Nobel Prize for the 
discovery of slow viruses.) 


Fortunately, Gajdusek had realized that Stone Age cultures would 
soon disappear, so he took more than one hundred thousand feet of 
motion picture films of the daily lives of the people in each of two 
cultures. He had never looked at the films; it would have taken 
nearly six weeks to look just once at his films of these people. That's 
when I came along. 


Delighted that someone had a scientific reason for wanting to 
examine his films, he lent me copies, and my colleague Wally Friesen 
and I spent six months carefully examining them. The films con- 
tained two very convincing proofs of the universality of facial 
expressions of emotion. First, we never saw an unfamiliar expres- 
sion. If facial expressions are completely learned, then these isolated 
people should have shown novel expressions, ones we had never seen 
before. There were none. 


It was still possible that these familiar expressions might be signals 
of very different emotions. But while the films didn't always reveal 
what happened before or after an expression, when they did, they con- 
firmed our interpretations. If expressions signal different emotions in 
each culture, then total outsiders, with no familiarity with the culture, 
should not have been able to interpret the expressions correctly. 


I tried to think how Birdwhistell and Mead would dispute this 
claim. I imagined they would say, "It doesn't matter that there aren't 
any new expressions; the ones you did see really had different mean- 
ings. You got them right because you were tipped off by the social 
context in which they occurred. You never saw an expression 
removed from what was happening before, afterward, or at the same 
time. If you had, you wouldn't have known what the expressions 
meant." To close this loophole, we brought Silvan from the East 
Coast to spend a week at my lab. 


Before he came we edited the films so he would see only the 
expression itself, removed from its social context, just close-up shots 
of a face. Silvan had no trouble at all. Every one of his interpreta- 
tions fit the social context he hadn't seen. What's more, he knew 
exactly how he got the information. Wally and I could sense what 
emotional message was conveyed by each expression, but our judg- 
ments were intuitively based; we usually could not specify exactly 
what in the face carried the message unless it was a smile. Silvan 
walked up to the movie screen and pointed out exactly which spe- 
cific muscular movements signaled the emotion. 


We also asked him for his overall impression of these two cultures. 
One group he said seemed quite friendly. The other was explosive in 
their anger, highly suspicious if not paranoid in character, and homo- 
sexual. It was the Anga that he was describing. His account fit what 
we had been told by Gajdusek, who had worked with them. They had 
repeatedly attacked Australian officials who tried to maintain a gov- 
ernment station there. They were known by their neighbors for their 
fierce suspiciousness. And the men led homosexual lives until the time 
of marriage. A few years later the ethologist Irendus Eibl-Eibesfeldt 
literally had to run for his life when he attempted to work with them. 


After that meeting I decided to devote myself to the study of facial 
expression. I would go to New Guinea and try to get evidence to sup- 
port what I then knew to be true—that at least some facial expressions 
of emotion are universal. And I would work to develop an objective 
way to measure facial behavior so that any scientist could objectively 
derive from facial movement what Silvan could see so keenly. 

Late in 1967 I went to the South East Highlands to do research 
on the Fore people, who lived in small scattered villages at an eleva- 


tion of seven thousand feet. I did not know the Fore language, but 
with the help of a few boys who had learned Pidgin from a mission- 
ary school, I could go from English to Pidgin to Fore and back 
again. I brought with me pictures of facial expressions, mostly the 
pictures I had been given by Silvan for my studies of literate cul- 
tures. (Below on page 9 are three examples.) I also brought photo- 
graphs of some Fore people I had selected from the motion picture 
film, thinking they might have trouble interpreting the expressions 
shown by Caucasians. I even worried that they might not be able to 
understand photographs at all, never having seen any before. Some 
anthropologists had earlier claimed that people who hadn't seen 
photographs had to learn how to interpret them. The Fore had no 
such problem, though; they immediately understood the photo- 
graphs, and it didn't seem to make much of a difference what 
nationality the person was, Fore or American. The problem was 
what I asked them to do. 


They had no written language, so I couldn't ask them to pick a 
word from a list that fit the emotion shown. If I were to read them a 
list of emotion words, I would have to worry about whether they 
remembered the list, and whether the order in which the words were 
read influenced their choice. Instead I asked them to make up a 
story about each facial expression. "Tell me what is happening now, 
what happened before to make this person show this expression, and 
what is going to happen next." It was like pulling teeth. I am not 
certain whether it was the translation process, or the fact that they 
had no idea what it was I wanted to hear or why I wanted them to 
do this. Perhaps making up stories about strangers was just some- 
thing the Fore didn't do. 


I did get my stories, but it took each person a lot of time to give 
me each story. They and I were exhausted after each session. Never- 
theless, I had no shortage of volunteers, even though I suspect the 
word was out that what I was asking wasn't easy to do. There was a 
powerful incentive to look at my photographs: I gave each person 
either a bar of soap or a pack of cigarettes for helping me. They had 
no soap, so it was highly valued. They grew their own tobacco, which 
they smoked in pipes, but they seemed to like my cigarettes better. 

Most of their stories fit the emotion each photograph supposedly 


depicted. For example, when looking at a picture depicting what 
people in literate cultures judged as sadness, the New Guineans 
most often said that the person's child had died. But the storytelling 
procedure was awkward, and proving that the different stories fit a 
particular emotion would not be an easy task. I knew I had to do it 
differently, but I didn't know how. 


I also filmed spontaneous expressions and was able to catch the look 
of joy when people from another nearby village met their friends. I 
arranged situations to provoke emotions. I recorded two men playing 
their musical instruments, and then I filmed their surprise and delight 
when for the first time they heard their voices and music come out of 
a tape recorder. I even stabbed a boy with a rubber knife I had brought 
with me, as my movie camera recorded his response and the reactions 
of his friends. They thought it was a good joke. (I had the good sense 
not to try this trick with one of the men.) Such film clips could not 
serve as my evidence, for those committed to the view that expressions 
differ in each culture could always argue I had selected only those few 
occasions when universal expressions were shown. 


I left New Guinea after a few months—not a hard decision 
because I was hungry for conversation, something I couldn't have 
with any of these people, and for food, since I had made the mistake 
of thinking I would enjoy eating the local cuisine. Yams and some- 
thing resembling the part of the asparagus we discard grew pretty 
tiresome. It was an adventure, the most exciting one of my life, but 
I was still worried that I had not been able to get definitive evidence. 
I knew this culture would not stay isolated much longer, and there 
were not many others like it still left in the world. 


Back home I came across a technique that psychologist John 
Dashiel had used in the 1930s to study how well young children 
could interpret facial expressions. They were too young to read, so 
he couldn't give them a list of words from which to choose. Instead 
of asking them to make up a story—as I had done in New 
Guinea—Dashiel cleverly read them a story and showed them a set 
of pictures. All they had to do was pick the one that fit the story. I 
knew that would work for me. I went over the stories the New 
Guineans had made up, picking the story that had been given most 
often for each type of emotional expression. They were pretty sim- 


ple: "His/her friends have come and s/he is happy; s/he is angry and 
about to fight; his/her child has died and s/he feels very sad; s/he is 
looking at something s/he dislikes, or s/he is looking at something 
that smells bad; he/she is just now looking at something new and 
unexpected." 

There was a problem with the most frequent story for fear, about 
the danger posed by a wild pig. I had to change it to reduce the 
chance that it would be relevant to surprise or anger. It went like 
this: "S/he is sitting in her/his house all alone, and there is no one 
else in the village. There is no knife, axe, or bow and arrow in the 
house. A wild pig is standing in the door of the house, and the man 
(woman) is looking at the pig and is very afraid of it. The pig has 
been standing in the doorway for a few minutes and the person is 
looking at it very afraid, and the pig won't move away from the door 
and s/he is afraid the pig will bite him/her." 

I made up sets of three pictures, which would be shown while one 
of the stories was read (an example appears below). The subject 
would only have to point to the picture. / made up many sets of pic- 
tures, I didn't want any picture to appear more than once, so the 
person's choice wouldn't be made by exclusion: "Oh, that was the 
one where the child died, and that was the one where I said she was 


about to fight, so this one must be the one about the pig." 


I returned to New Guinea late in 1968 with my stones and pic- 
tures and a team of colleagues to help gather the data.” (This time 
I also brought canned food.) Our return was heralded, I suppose, 


because apart from Gajdusek and his filmmaker, Richard Sorenson 
(who was of great help to me in the prior year), very few outsiders 
ever visited, and even fewer returned. We did travel to some vil- 
lages, but once the word got out that what we were asking was very 
easy to do, people from villages far away started coming to us. 
They liked the task and were again delighted with the soap and 
cigarettes. 


I took special care to ensure that no one in our group would 
unwittingly tip off the subjects as to which picture was the correct 
one. The sets of pictures were mounted onto transparent pages, with 
a code number written on the back of each picture that could be 
seen from the backside of the page. We did not know, and made a 
point of not finding out, which codes went with each expression. 
Instead a page would be turned toward the subject, arranged so that 
the person writing down the answers would not be able to see the 
front of the page. The story would be read, the subject would point 
to the picture, and one of us would write down the code number for 
the picture the subject had chosen.* 


In the space of just a few weeks we saw more than three hundred 
people, about 3 percent of this culture, and more than enough to 
analyze statistically. The results were very clear-cut for happiness, 
anger, disgust, and sadness. Fear and surprise were not distinguished 
from each other—when people heard the fear story, they just as 
often picked a surprise as a fear expression, and the same was true 
when they heard the surprise story. But fear and surprise were dis- 
tinguished from anger, disgust, sadness, and happiness. To this day I 
do not know why fear and surprise were not distinguished from each 
other. It could have been a problem with the stories, or it could have 
been that these two emotions are so often intermingled in these peo- 
ple's lives that they aren't distinguished. In literate cultures fear and 
surprise are distinguished from each other. "° 


All except twenty-three of our subjects had seen no movies, tele- 
vision, or photographs; they neither spoke nor understood English 


*Despite the care we took, one of those committed to the view that expressions are learned and not 
innate was to claim fifteen years later that we might have in some way tipped off our subjects about 
which picture to choose. He didn't know how, he just thought we must have, for he could nor give up 
his commitment to the belief that expressions are culture-specific. 


or Pidgin, had not lived in any Western settlement or government 
town, and had never worked for a Caucasian. The twenty-three 
exceptions had all seen movies, spoke English, and had attended a 
missionary school for more than a year. There were no differences 
between the majority of the subjects who had little contact with the 
outside world and the few who had, nor were there any differences 
between males and females. 


We did one more experiment, which was not as easy for our sub- 
jects. One of the Pidgin speakers read them one of the stories and 
asked them to show what their face would look like if they were the 
person in the story. I videotaped nine men doing this, none of 
whom had participated in the first study. The unedited videotapes 
were shown to college students in America. If the expressions were 
culture-specific, then these college students would not be able to 
interpret correctly the expressions. But the Americans correctly iden- 
tified the emotion except for the fear and surprise poses, where they 
were equally likely to call the pose fear or surprise, just like the New 
Guineans. Here are four examples of the New Guineans' poses of 
emotion. 


ENJOYMENT SADNESS 


ANGER DISGUST 


I announced our findings at the annual anthropology national 
conference in 1969. Many were unhappy with what we had found. 
They were firmly convinced that human behavior is all nurture and 
no nature; expressions must be different in each culture, despite my 
evidence. The fact that I had actually found cultural differences in 
the management of facial expressions in my Japanese American 
study was not good enough. 


The best way to dispel their doubts would be to repeat the entire 
study in another preliterate, isolated culture. Ideally, someone else 
should do it, preferably someone who wanted to prove me wrong. If 
such a person found what I found, that would enormously 
strengthen our case. Because of another stroke of luck, the anthro- 
pologist Karl Heider did just that. 

Heider had recently come back from spending a few years study- 
ing the Dani, another isolated group in what is now called West 
Irian, part of Indonesia.'' Heider told me there must be something 
wrong with my research because the Dani didn't even have words 
for emotions. I offered to give him all of my research materials and 
teach him how to run the experiment the next time he went back to 


the Dani. His results perfectly replicated my findings, even down to 
the failure to distinguish between fear and surprise.” 

Nevertheless, not all anthropologists are convinced, even today. 
And there are a few psychologists, primarily those concerned with 
language, who complain that our work in literate cultures, where we 
asked people to identify the emotion word that fit the expressions, 
does not support universals since the words for each emotion don't 
have perfect translations. How emotions are represented in language 
is, of course, the product of culture rather than evolution. But in 
studies of now more than twenty literate Western and Eastern cul- 
tures, the judgment made by the majority in each culture about 
what emotion is shown in an expression is the same. Despite the 
translation problems, there has never been an instance in which the 
majority in two cultures ascribes a different emotion to the same 
expression. Never. And, of course, our findings are not limited to 
studies in which people had to label a photograph with a single 
word. In New Guinea we used stories about an emotional event. We 
also had them pose emotions. And in Japan we actually measured 
facial behavior itself, showing that when people were alone the same 
facial muscles moved when viewing an unpleasant film whether the 
person was Japanese or American. 


Another critic disparaged our research in New Guinea because we 
used stories describing a social situation instead of single words.'* This 
critic presumed that emotions are words, which, of course, they are 
not. Words are representations of emotions, not the emotions them- 
selves. Emotion is a process, a particular kind of automatic appraisal 
influenced by our evolutionary and personal past, in which we sense 
that something important to our welfare is occurring, and a set of 
physiological changes and emotional behaviors begins to deal with the 
situation. Words are one way to deal with our emotions, and we do use 
words when emotional, but we cannot reduce emotion to words. 


No one knows exactly what message we get automatically when 
we see someone's facial expression. I suspect that words like anger or 
fear are not the usual messages conveyed when we are in the situa- 
tion. We use those words when we talk about emotions. More often 
the message we get is much like what we had in our stories, not an 


abstract word but some sense of what that person is going to do next 
or what made the person feel the emotion. 

Another quite different type of evidence also supports Darwin's 
claim that facial expressions are universal, a product of our evolu- 
tion. If expressions do not need to be learned, then those who are 
born congenitally blind should manifest similar expressions to those 
of sighted individuals. A number of studies have been done over the 
past sixty years, and repeatedly that is what has been found, espe- 
cially for spontaneous facial expressions. 


Our cross-cultural findings provided the impetus to seek answers 
to a host of other questions about facial expressions: How many 
expressions can people make? Do expressions provide accurate or 
misleading information? Is every movement of the face a sign of an 
emotion? Can people lie with their faces as well as with their words? 
There was so much to do, so much to find out. Now there are 
answers to all of these questions, and more. 


I discovered how many expressions a face can make—more than 
ten thousand!—and identified the ones that appear to be most cen- 
tral to the emotions. More than twenty years ago Wally Friesen and 
I wrote the first atlas of the face, a systematic description in words, 
photographs, and films of how to measure facial movement in 
anatomical terms. As part of this work I had to learn how to make 
every muscle movement on my own face. Sometimes, to verify that 
the movement I was making was due to a specific muscle, I put a 
needle through the skin of my face to electrically stimulate and con- 
tract the muscle producing an expression. In 1978 our tool for mea- 
suring the face—the Facial Action Coding System (FACS)—was 
published and is now being used by hundreds of scientists around 
the world to measure facial movements, and computer scientists are 
busily working on how to make this measurement automatic and 
speedy.” 


I have since used the Facial Action Coding System to study thou- 
sands of photographs and tens of thousands of filmed or videotaped 
facial expressions, measuring each muscular movement in each 
expression. I have learned about emotion by measuring the expres- 
sions of psychiatric patients and the expressions of patients with 


coronary heart disease. I have studied normal people, when they 
appear on news shows such as CNN and in experiments in my labo- 
ratory in which I provoked emotions. 

In the last twenty years I collaborated with other investigators to 
learn what is happening inside the body and in the brain when an 
emotional expression occurs on the face. Just as there are different 
expressions for anger, fear, disgust, and sadness, there appear to be 
different profiles of physiological changes in the bodily organs that 
generate unique feelings for each emotion. Science is just now deter- 
mining the patterns of brain activity that underlie each emotion.'® 


Using the Facial Action Coding System we have identified the 
facial signs that betray a lie. What I have termed micro expressions, 
very fast facial movements lasting less than one-fifth of a second, are 
one important source of leakage, revealing an emotion a person is 
trying to conceal. A false expression can be betrayed in a number of 
ways: it is usually very slightly asymmetrical, and it lacks smoothness 
in the way it flows on and off the face. My work on lying has 
brought me into contact with judges, police, lawyers, the FBI, CIA, 
ATF, and similar agencies in some friendly countries. I have taught 
all these people how to determine more accurately whether someone 
is truthful or lying. This work has also given me the chance to study 
the facial expressions and emotions of spies, assassins, embezzlers, 
murderers, foreign national leaders, and others whom a professor 
would not ordinarily encounter." 


When I was more than halfway through writing this book, I had 
the opportunity to spend five days discussing destructive emotions 
with His Holiness, the Dalai Lama. There were six other partici- 
pants—scientists and philosophers—who presented their ideas and 
joined in the discussion.'* Learning about their work and listening 
to the discussions provided me with new ideas that I have incorpo- 
rated into this book. For the first time I learned about the Tibetan 
Buddhist view of emotion, a very different perspective from that 
which we hold in the West. I was amazed to find that the ideas I had 
been writing about in chapters 2 and 3 were compatible with the 
Buddhist view, in part, and the Buddhist view suggested extensions 
and refinements of my ideas that led me to rewrite these chapters 


extensively. Most of all, I learned from His Holiness, the Dalai 
Lama, on many different levels, from the experiential to the intellec- 
tual, and I believe the book has benefited from my learning.” This 
is not a book about a Buddhist view of emotion, but I do occasion- 
ally mention points of overlap, and times when that meeting 
sparked particular insights. 


One of the most active new areas of research is on brain mecha- 
nisms of emotion.”° What I write is informed by that work, but we 
don't yet know enough about the brain to answer many of the ques- 
tions I discuss in this book. We do know a lot about emotional 
behavior, enough to provide answers to some of the most central 
questions about the role of emotions in our everyday life. What I 
write in the next chapters is primarily based on my own research on 
emotional behavior, having examined in fine detail what I see people 
do in many different emotional situations in many different cul- 
tures, and, learning from that, what I think people need to know in 
order to understand their emotions better. 


Although my research and the findings of others provide the basis 
for what I describe in this book, I have reached beyond what has 
been proven scientifically to include also what I believe to be true 
but is not yet proven. I have addressed some of the issues about 
which I think people who seek to improve their emotional life want 
to know. Preparing this book has given me new understandings of 
emotions, and I hope it will do the same for you. 


When Do 
We Become 
Emotional? 


Muchof the time, for some people 
all of the time, our emotions serve us well, by mobilizing us to deal 
with what is most important in life and providing us with many dif- 
ferent kinds of enjoyment. But sometimes our emotions get us into 
trouble. That happens when our emotional reactions are inappropri- 
ate, in one of three ways: We may feel and show the right emotion 
but at the wrong intensity; e.g., worry was justified, but we overre- 
acted and got terrified. Or we may feel the appropriate emotion, but 
we show it the wrong way; e.g., our anger was justified, but resorting 
to the silent treatment was counterproductive and childish. In chap- 
ter 4 I describe ways in which we can change these first two inap- 
propriate emotional reactions—wrong intensity or wrong way of 
expressing the emotion. Here and in chapter 3 I consider a third 
type of inappropriate emotional reaction, one that is harder to 
change and one that is even worse than the first two. It's not that our 
reaction is too intense, nor that our way of expressing it is incorrect; 
it's that we are feeling the wrong emotion altogether. The problem 
isn't that we got too fearful, or that we showed it the wrong way; the 
problem is, as we realize afterward, that we shouldn't have become 
afraid at all. 


Why would an inappropriate emotion be triggered? Can we erase 
an emotional trigger completely, so, for example, when someone 
cuts in front of us in line we don't get angry? Or could we change 


our emotional reaction so that we become amused or contemptuous 
instead of angry when someone cuts in line? If we can't erase or 
change our emotional reaction to a trigger, can we at least weaken its 
power so we don't react inappropriately? 

These questions would not arise if we all reacted the same way 
when something happened, if every event triggered the same emo- 
tion in everyone. Clearly that is not the case: some people are afraid 
of heights, others aren't; some people mourned the death of 
Princess Diana as if she were their close relative, while others 
couldn't have cared less. Yet there are some triggers that do generate 
the same emotion in everyone; near-miss car accidents, for example, 
invariably spark a moment of fear. How does this happen? How do 
we each acquire our own unique set of emotional triggers and at the 
same time have the same emotional reaction everyone else does to 
other triggers? Nearly everyone feels fear if the chair they are sitting 
in suddenly collapses, but some people are afraid of flying in air- 
planes and others are not. We share some triggers, just as we share 
the expressions for each emotion, but there are triggers that are not 
only culture-specific, they are individual-specific. How do we 
acquire the emotion triggers that we wish we didn't have? These are 
the questions this chapter addresses. We need to know the answers 
before we can tackle the practical question dealt with in the next 
chapter of whether we can change what triggers our emotions. 


Answering these questions is difficult because we can't look inside 
a person's head to find the answers, nor, as I will explain later, can we 
always find the answers simply by asking people why or when they 
get emotional. There are brain-imaging techniques such as func- 
tional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI), in which the head is 
placed inside a magnetic coil and pictures are produced of the active 
parts of the brain over two- to three-second periods. Unfortunately, 
that is much too long for studying how emotions begin, because they 
often start in less than one second. And even if fMRI had the right 
time resolution, it wouldn't give us much insight, since it simply 
identifies which brain structures are active, not what the activity is. 

While the scientific evidence does not yet exist to provide final 


answers to these questions about how emotion triggers get estab- 
lished in our brain and whether we can erase them—and it may be 


decades before there are answers—some approximations can be 
made based on the careful examination of how and when people 
behave emotionally. The answers I can suggest, while tentative, may 
help us deal better with our own emotions and the emotional reac- 
tions of others. 

We don't become emotional about everything; we are not in the 
grip of emotion all the time. Emotions come and go. We feel an 
emotion one moment and may not feel any emotion at another 
moment. Some people are much more emotional than others (see the 
concluding chapter), but even the most emotional people have times 
when they are not feeling any emotion. A few scientists claim that 
there is always some emotion occurring, but the emotion is too slight 
for us to notice it, or to affect what we do. If it is so tiny that it isn't 
noticeable, I think we might just as well say that those are times 
when there is no emotion. (Incidentally, even those who think we are 
always feeling some emotion acknowledge that it isn't always the 
same emotion. So they, too, confront the problem of explaining why 
we feel one emotion at one moment and another emotion at another 
moment.) 


Given that not every minute of life is emotional, the question 
remains: Why do we become emotional when we do? The most 
common way in which emotions occur is when we sense, rightly or 
wrongly, that something that seriously affects our welfare, for better 
or worse, is happening or about to happen. This isn't the only route 
for becoming emotional, but it is very important, perhaps the central 
or core route for becoming emotional, so let's focus on it. (Later, I 
describe eight other paths for generating emotion.) It is a simple idea 
but a central one—emotions evolved to prepare us to deal quickly 
with the most vital events in our lives. 


Recall a time when you were driving your car and suddenly 
another car appeared, going very fast, seeming as if it were about to 
hit you. Your conscious mind was focused on an interesting conver- 
sation with a friend in the passenger's seat or the program on the 
radio. In an instant, before you had time to think, before the con- 
scious, self-aware part of your mind could consider the matter, dan- 
ger was sensed and fear began. 


As an emotion begins, it takes us over in those first milliseconds, 


directing what we do and say and think. Without consciously choos- 
ing to do it, you automatically turned the steering wheel to avoid the 
other motorist, hitting the brake with your foot. At the same time an 
expression of fear flashed across your face—brows raised and drawn 
together, eyes opened very wide, and lips stretched back toward 
your ears. Your heart began to pump more rapidly, you began to 
sweat, and the blood rushed to the large muscles of your legs. Note 
that you would have made that facial expression even if there were 
no one sitting in the car, just as your heart would begin to pump 
more rapidly even if you did not engage in a sudden physical exer- 
tion requiring increased blood circulation. These responses occur 
because over the course of our evolution it has been useful for others 
to know when we sense danger, and it has similarly been useful to be 
prepared to run when afraid. 


Emotions prepare us to deal with important events without our 
having to think about what to do. You would not have survived that 
near-miss car accident if part of you weren't continually monitoring 
the world for signs of danger. Nor would you have survived if you 
had had to think consciously about what you should do to cope with 
the danger once it was apparent. Emotions do this without your 
knowing it is happening, and much of the time that's good for you, 
as it would be in a near-miss car accident. 


Once the danger passed, you would still feel the fear churning 
away inside. It would take ten to fifteen seconds for those sensations 
to subside, and there would not be much you could do to cut that 
short. Emotions produce changes in parts of our brain that mobilize 
us to deal with what has set off the emotion, as well as changes in 
our autonomic nervous system, which regulates our heart rate, 
breathing, sweating, and many other bodily changes, preparing us 
for different actions. Emotions also send out signals, changes in our 
expressions, face, voice, and bodily posture. We don't choose these 
changes; they simply happen. 

When the emotion is strong and it starts abruptly, as in the car 
example, our memory of the emotion episode after it is over won't be 
very accurate. You can't know what your brain did, what processes 
were involved in recognizing the danger posed by the other car. You 
would know that you turned the wheel and hit the brake, but you 


probably would not realize that an expression flashed across your 
face. You would have felt some of the sensations in your body, but it 
would be hard for you to find words to describe those sensations. If 
we wanted to know how it was that you were even able to sense the 
danger when you had been focused on your conversation or the music 
on the car radio, you would not be able to tell us. You are unable to 
witness or direct the processes that saved your life. This wonderful 
feature of our emotions—that they can and usually do begin without 
our awareness of the processes involved—can also work against us, 
causing inappropriate emotional reactions. More about that later. 

If the process were slower, we might be aware of what was hap- 
pening inside our brain; indeed, we might all know the answers to 
the questions posed in this chapter. But we wouldn't survive near- 
miss car accidents; we wouldn't be able to act quickly enough. In 
that first instant, the decision or evaluation that brings forth the 
emotion is extraordinarily fast and outside of awareness. We must 
have automatic appraising mechanisms that are continually scanning 
the world around us, detecting when something important to our 
welfare, to our survival, is happening. 

When we get to the point where we can actually observe the oper- 
ation of automatic appraising in the brain, I expect we will find 
many mechanisms, not one; so from now on I will use the plural 
form when referring to automatic-appraising mechanisms, which I 
will abbreviate as autoappraisers.* 

Nearly everyone who does research on emotion today agrees with 
what I have described so far: first, that emotions are reactions to 
matters that seem to be very important to our welfare, and second, 
that emotions often begin so quickly that we are not aware of the 
processes in our mind that set them off.’ Research on the brain is 
consistent with what I have so far suggested. We can make very 
complex evaluations very quickly, in milliseconds, without being 
aware of the evaluative process. 

We can now rephrase the first set of questions about how there 
*When I first wrote, thirty years ago, about the autoappraisers, I did not specify what senses might be 
involved. Presumably it can be any of them: sight, hearing, touch, smell, taste. I suspect that the visual 
is especially important, but that may reflect my own bias. I have always been most sensitive to what 1 


see; hence, my interest in emotion began with a fascination with facial expression. For now we should 
presume that every sensory organ provides input to the autoappraisers. 


can be both universal and individual-specific emotion triggers. 
What are the autoappraisers sensitive to, and how did they become 
sensitive to those triggers? How do emotion triggers become estab- 
lished? The answers will tell us why we have an emotion when we 
do. It will also help us answer the question of why we sometimes 
have emotions that don't seem at all appropriate to us while at other 
moments our emotions are perfectly tuned to what is happening, 
and may even save our lives. 


The answers will also tell us whether it is possible to change what 
produces an emotion. For example, is there something we could do 
so we would no longer experience fear when an airplane hits an air 
pocket? (Airline pilots tell me they have achieved that, because they 
are almost always warned ahead of time by their equipment when 
rough weather is about to be encountered. But what if there were no 
warning; would they then feel fear? I couldn't get any of the pilots 
to tell me, but the flight attendants say yes, they do feel momentary 
fear.) What would we need to do so that we no longer felt the 
impulse to return anger with anger, for example? Is that an impossi- 
ble goal? Perhaps all we can do is change the sensitivity of the 
autoappraisers to certain triggers. Maybe even that is more than we 
can achieve. We will get to that. 


We can infer something about what events our autoappraisers are 
sensitive to by examining when emotions happen. Most of what we 
know has not come from actually observing when people experience 
one or another emotion. Instead, it comes from their answers to 
questionnaires about when they remember feeling one or another 
emotion. Philosopher Peter Goldie in his insightful book calls this 
kind of information post-rationalizing.* This is not to dismiss such 
information. The answers people give on such questionnaires, like 
the explanations we give ourselves after an emotional episode to 
account for why we did what we did, may be incomplete and per- 
haps stereotyped because they go through the filters of what people 
are aware of and remember. On questionnaires there is the addi- 
tional issue of what people are willing to tell others. But the answers 
can still teach us quite a bit. 


My former student, psychologist Jerry Boucher, asked such ques- 
tions of people in Malaysia and in the United States in the 1970s.° 


Some years later my colleague psychologist Klaus Scherer, and his 
collaborators,” did similar research on students in eight Western cul- 
tures. They both found evidence of universals—the same kinds of 
triggers were reported to evoke the same emotions across very differ- 
ent cultures. They both also found evidence of cultural differences 
in the specific events that call forth an emotion. For example, in 
every culture loss of something important was the trigger for sad- 
ness, but exactly what that loss was reported to be varied from one 
culture to another. 


One of the Malaysians in Boucher's study told a story about a per- 
son who had just heard the call to prayers for a major Muslim reli- 
gious holiday. "This has made him feel sad when he thinks of his 
wife and children in the village, to celebrate the [holiday]. He is now 
in the thick jungle to defend his country. He is on duty as a soldier, 
and he could not celebrate [the religious holiday] with his wife and 
children [who are home in their village].". A European in Scherer's 
study said, "I was thinking about something which triggered off a 
memory of a school friend who was killed in a road accident. He was 
a brilliant scholar and a wonderful personality. His life wasted and for 
what?" Loss is the theme in both stories, but different kinds of loss. 


My own interviews with people within my own culture document 
many differences among Americans in what makes them sad, angry, 
afraid, disgusted, and so forth. It is not that there is no overlap. Some 
things make nearly everyone feel the same emotion—a menacing 
person, carrying a club, who suddenly appears on a dark street, 
almost always triggers fear. But my wife is afraid of mice, and they 
don't frighten me at all. I get annoyed when the service at a restau- 
rant is slow, and she couldn't care less. So, here again is the problem: 
How did the autoappraisers become sensitive both to emotional trig- 
gers that are found in everyone, the universals, and to triggers that 
call forth different emotions across individuals even within a culture? 


Puzzling about this, it seemed clear that the autoappraisers must 
be on the alert for two kinds of triggers. They must be scanning for 
events that everyone encounters, events that are important to the 
welfare or survival of all human beings. For each emotion there 
might be a few such events that are stored in the brains of every 
human being. It might be a schema, an abstract outline, or the bare 


bones of a scene, such as the threat of harm for fear, or some impor- 
tant loss for sadness. Another equally likely possibility is that what is 
stored is not at all abstract, but is a specific event, such as for fear, the 
loss of support or something coming at us so quickly that it is likely 
to hit us. For sadness, the universal trigger might be the loss of a 
loved one, of a person to whom one is strongly attached. There is no 
scientific basis yet for choosing between these two possibilities, but it 
does not make a difference for how we lead our emotional lives. 


Over the course of our lives we encounter many specific events 
that we learn to interpret in such a way as to frighten, anger, disgust, 
sadden, surprise, or please us, and these are added to the universal 
antecedent events, expanding on what the autoappraisers are alert to. 
These learned events may closely or distantly resemble the originally 
stored events. They are elaborations of or additions to the universal 
antecedent events. They are not the same for all people but vary with 
what we each experience. When I studied members of a Stone Age 
culture in New Guinea in the late 1960s, I found they were afraid of 
being attacked by a wild pig. In urban America, people are more 
afraid of being attacked by a mugger, but both cases represent a 
threat of harm.” 


In an earlier book® my coresearcher Wally Friesen and I described 
the scenes we thought were universal for seven emotions. Psycholo- 
gist Richard Lazarus later made a similar proposal.’ He used the 
phrase core relational themes to reflect his view that emotions are pri- 
marily about how we deal with other people, a point with which I 
very much agree (although impersonal events such as a sunset or an 
earthquake can also trigger emotions). The word theme is a good one 
because we can then talk about the universal themes and the varia- 
tions on those themes that develop in each person's experiences. 


When we encounter a theme, such as the sensations we experience 
when a chair unexpectedly falls out from under us, it triggers an 
emotion with very little evaluation. It may take a bit longer for the 
autoappraisers to evaluate any of the variations on each theme, the 
ones we learn in the course of growing up. The further removed 
the variation is from the theme, the longer it may take, until we get to 
the point where reflective appraising occurs.* In reflective appraising, 
we are consciously aware of our evaluative processes; we are thinking 


about and considering what is happening. Suppose someone heard 
that there was going to be a cutback in the workforce at her place of 
employment. She would think about whether she is likely to be hit, 
and as she thinks about this potential threat, she might become 
afraid. She can't afford to lose that job; she needs the money it pro- 
vides to support her. The event is related to the theme of loss of sup- 
port—as I suggest that is one of the themes for fear—but it is far 
enough removed from the theme that the appraising would not be 
automatic but reflective. Her conscious mind is in on the process. 


It is obvious how the idiosyncratic variations, each person's own 
emotional triggers, are acquired. They are learned, reflecting what 
each of us experiences (mugger or wild pig). But how are the univer- 
sal themes acquired? How do they get stored in our brain so that the 
autoappraisers are sensitive to them? Are they also learned, or are 
they inherited, the product of our evolution? It is worth taking the 
time to consider this carefully, because the answer to this question— 
how the universal themes are acquired—has implications for how 
readily they can be modified or erased. Regrettably, there is no evi- 
dence about how the universal themes are acquired. I will spell out 
two alternatives and explain why I think only one is likely to be true. 


The first explanation argues that it is not just the variations that 
are learned; the themes for each emotion are also learned. Since the 
same themes have been found to occur in many different cultures, 
they must be based on experiences that everyone, or nearly everyone 
has, through what is called species-constant learning. 

Let's take anger as an example. Every human being will experi- 
ence being thwarted when someone interferes with what he or she 
very much wants to do or is in the midst of doing. And everyone 
will learn that by moving toward and threatening or attacking the 
source of the interference, they will sometimes succeed in removing 
it. All this explanation assumes about what is built into human 
nature by genetic inheritance is the desire to pursue goals, the capac- 
ity to threaten or attack, and the ability to learn from success in 
removing obstacles. If we grant that desire, capacity, and ability do 
exist, we can expect that people will learn that it will often be useful 
to try removing an obstacle by threatening or attacking the source 
of the obstacle. Such activity requires an increase in heart rate, with 


blood going to the hands in anticipation of their use to attack the 
obstacle—all known components of the anger emotional response.’ 
If the universal themes are learned, then it should be possible to 
unlearn them. If we learn the anger theme, then perhaps we can 
unlearn it. I started out my own research believing this was the case; 
I thought that every aspect of emotion, including what triggers emo- 
tions, was socially learned. My own findings on the universality of 
facial expressions and the findings of others changed my mind. 
Learning is not the only source of what transpires during emotion. 
Species-constant learning cannot explain why facial expressions in 
congenitally blind children are similar to expressions shown by 
sighted children. Nor can it explain which muscles are deployed in 
particular expressions; for example, why, in enjoyment, the lips go up 
rather than down and the muscle around the eyes contract; and why 
this happens worldwide, though it may not be seen when people try 
to mask their expressions. Species-constant learning also cannot 
account easily for our recent findings that anger, fear, sadness, and 
disgust are marked by different changes in heart rate, sweating, skin 
temperature, and blood flow (all of these findings are described in 
chapter 4). I was forced by these findings to the conclusion that our 
evolutionary heritage makes a major contribution to the shaping of 
our emotional responses. If that is so, it seems likely that evolution 
would also play a major role in determining the universal themes that 
trigger emotions. The themes are given, not acquired; it is only the 
variations and elaborations of the themes that are learned.'° 


Clearly, natural selection has shaped many aspects of our lives. 
Consider the feature of having an opposable thumb. This feature is 
not found in most other animals, so how did humans come to have 
it? Presumably, far back in our history those of our predecessors 
who happened, by genetic variation, to be born with this useful fea- 
ture were more successful in having and caring for progeny, and in 
dealing with prey and predators. So they would have contributed 
more offspring to succeeding generations, until over time virtually 
everyone had this feature. Having an opposable thumb was selected, 
and now it is part of our genetic heritage. 

By similar reasoning, I suggest that those who responded to inter- 
ference with vigorous attempts to remove that interference and who 


had a clear signal of their intention were more likely to win compe- 
titions, whether it be for food or mates. They would be likely to 
have more offspring, and, over time, everyone would have this 
anger theme. 

The difference between the two explanations of universal 
themes—species-constant learning and evolution—is their account of 
when specific things happen. The evolutionary explanation points to 
our ancestral past as the time when these themes (and other aspects of 
emotions that I will be describing in other chapters) were developed. 
Species-constant learning grants that some parts of the anger theme 
(wanting to pursue goals) were laid in place over the course of evolu- 
tion, but other parts of the anger theme (removing obstacles to those 
goals by threats or attack) are learned in each person's life. It is just 
that everyone learns the same things, and therefore they are universal. 


It seems to me very unlikely that natural selection would not oper- 
ate on something as important and central to our lives as what triggers 
our emotions. We are born prepared, with an unfolding sensitivity to 
the events that were relevant to the survival of our species in its ances- 
tral environment as hunters and gatherers. The themes for which the 
autoappraisers are constantly scanning our environment, typically 
without our knowing it, were selected over the course of our evolution. 

Evidence consistent with this view comes from a brilliant series of 
studies by the Swedish psychologist Arne Ohman.'! 
that over most of our evolutionary history, snakes and spiders have 


He reasoned 


been dangerous. Those of our ancestors who learned quickly that 
they were dangerous and avoided them would have been more likely 
to survive, have children, and be able to care for them than those 
who were slow to learn to be afraid of snakes and spiders. If indeed 
we are prepared by our evolution to become afraid of what has been 
dangerous in our past environment, then people today, he pre- 
dicted, would learn more quickly to be afraid of snakes and spiders 
than of flowers, mushrooms, or geometric objects. That is exactly 
what he found. 


Ohman presented an electric shock (what is technically called an 
unconditioned stimulus, since it produces emotional arousal without 
any learning having to take place) with either a fear-relevant (snake 
or spider) or fear-irrelevant (mushroom, flower, or geometric object) 


stimulus. After just one pairing of the shock with one of the fear- 
relevant stimuli, people showed fear when the snake or spider was 
shown without the shock, while it took more pairings of the shock 
and the flower, mushroom, or geometric object for fear to be 
aroused by these fear-irrelevant stimuli alone. People also stayed 
afraid of the snake or spider, while fear faded over time in response 
to the flower, mushroom, or geometric object.* 


Of course we are afraid of snakes and spiders in our current envi- 
ronment, so is it really evolution that explains Ohman's results? If 
this counterargument were true, then people should respond to 
other dangerous objects in our current environment, such as guns 
and electrical outlets, just as they do to spiders and snakes. But that 
is not what Ohman found. It took just as long to condition fear to 
guns and electrical outlets as it took to condition fear to flowers, 
mushrooms, and geometric objects. Guns and electrical outlets have 
not been around long enough for natural selection to have devel- 
oped them into universal triggers.’ 


In his extraordinarily prescient book The Expression of the Emo- 
tions in Man and Animals, Charles Darwin described an experiment 
with a snake he performed more than a hundred years ago that fits 
quite nicely with Ohman's recent work. "I put my face close to the 
thick glass-plate in front of a puff-adder in the Zoological Gardens, 
with the firm determination of not starting back if the snake struck 
at me; but, as soon as the blow was struck, my resolution went for 
nothing, and I jumped a yard or two backwards with astonishing 
rapidity. My will and reason were powerless against the imagination 
of a danger which had never been experienced."'* Darwin's experi- 
ence shows how rational thought cannot prevent a fearful response 
to an innate fear theme, an issue to which I will return shortly. 


It is not certain whether any such emotion themes operate as 
active triggers prior to experience linking them to an emotional out- 
come. Remember that in Ohman's research some experience was 
required for the snake and spider to become fear triggers; they were 
not frightening on initial exposure. It took only one association with 


*E. O. Wilson has discussed the fear of snakes in terms that are very consistent with what I have pre- 
sented. Although he does not apply his framework specifically to emotion, it is very consistent with 
what I am suggesting about the emotion data base. (See Consilience, Random House, 1998, especially 
pages 136-40.) 


an unpleasant outcome for these to become fear triggers, but it still 
took that one. Perhaps this is not always so, for Darwin wrote that 
he was afraid of snakes without any prior direct experience with 
them. From a practical viewpoint it doesn't matter whether some 
learning is required to establish an emotion theme, or whether some 
themes don't require experience for us to be sensitive to their occur- 
rence. In either case we benefit from the experience of our species on 
this planet, quickly responding to triggers that have been relevant to 
our survival. 


I am convinced that one of the most distinctive features of emo- 
tion is that the events that trigger emotions are influenced not just 
by our individual experience, but also by our ancestral past.'* Emo- 
tions, in the felicitous phrase of Richard Lazarus, reflect the "wis- 
dom of the ages," both in the emotion themes and the emotion 
responses. The autoappraisers are scanning for what has been impor- 
tant to survival not just in our own individual lives, but also in the 
lives of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. 


Sometimes we respond emotionally to matters that were impor- 
tant to us earlier in our lives but that are no longer relevant. The 
variations on each theme that add and provide detail to what is iden- 
tified through automatic appraising begin to be learned very early in 
life—some in infancy, others in childhood. We may find ourselves 
responding inappropriately to things that angered, frightened, or 
disgusted us earlier, reactions that we now deem inappropriate to 
our adult life. There is a greater likelihood that we will make mis- 
takes in our early learning of emotional triggers simply because our 
learning mechanisms are less well developed. Yet what we learn early 
in life may have greater potency, greater resistance to unlearning, 
than what we learn later in life. (This assumption is common to 
many forms of psychotherapy and is supported by some research.) 


Our autoappraisers are powerful, scanning continuously, out of 
our conscious awareness, watching out for the themes and variations 
of the events that have been relevant to our survival. To use a com- 
puter metaphor, the automatic appraising mechanisms are searching 
our environment for anything that resembles what is stored in our 
emotion alert database, which is written in part by our biology, 
through natural selection, and in part by our individual experience." 


Remember that what is written by natural selection may not be 
triggers themselves, but preparations that allow some triggers to 
become quickly established in the database. Many psychologists 
have focused on a related but different set of issues, how the auto- 
matic appraisers evaluate a new event to determine, in my terms, 
whether it fits an item already in the emotional appraisal database. I 
have some doubts about the validity of what they have suggested, as 
it is based on what people tell them, and none of us is aware of what 
our mind is doing at the moment it is doing it in the automatic 
appraisal process. This research has provided good models to 
account for how people explain what makes them emotional. In any 
case, their suggestions are not directly relevant to the theory I suggest 
in the rest of this chapter about what we become emotional about. 


This database is open, not closed; information gets added to it all 
the time.'° Throughout life we encounter new events that may be 
interpreted by automatic appraising as similar to a theme or varia- 
tion stored in the database, and when that happens an emotion is 
triggered. Psychologist Nico Frijda importantly emphasized that 
what I am calling the variations are not just the result of prior direct 
experience, but often are new stimuli we encounter that seem rele- 
vant to matters we care about, what he called our concerns }” 


Since we don't need to divert our conscious attention to watch for 
the events that have become emotional triggers, we can use our con- 
scious processes to do other things. (It is a sign of mental disorder, 
as I will explain later, if our conscious mind is preoccupied with the 
possibility that emotional events may be about to occur.) Once we 
have learned to drive a car, we do so automatically, free to focus our 
awareness on a conversation, listen to the radio, think about some 
upcoming event, and so forth. When we make a left turn, we don't 
have to stop listening to the radio to go to the correct lane after the 
turn. And yet, if danger occurs, we will still do the right thing. This 
is one of the great strengths of emotions, why they are functional. 


Unfortunately, what we respond to may not always be appropri- 
ate to our current environment. If we visit a country where they 
drive on the other side of the road, our automatic processing can kill 
us, for we can easily do the wrong thing when we come to a traffic 
circle or make a turn. We can't have a conversation or listen to the 


radio. We must consciously guard against the automatic decisions 
that we would otherwise make. Sometimes we may find that emo- 
tionally we are living in another "country," another environment 
than the one to which our automatic appraising mechanisms are 
sensitive. Then our emotional reactions may be inappropriate to 
what is happening. 


That would not be much of a problem if it were not for the fact 
that our emotional appraising mechanisms operate incredibly quickly. 
If they were slower, they wouldn't be as useful, but there would be 
time for us to become conscious of what was making us become emo- 
tional. Our conscious evaluations could allow us to interrupt the pro- 
cess when we think it inappropriate or not useful to us, before an 
emotion begins. Nature did not give us that choice. If on odds it had 
been more often useful to have slow- rather than fast-appraising 
mechanisms, more useful over the history of our species, then we 
would not have such rapid, out-of-awareness, automatic-appraising 
mechanisms. 


While emotions are most often triggered by automatic appraisers, 
that is not the only way in which they can begin. Let's turn now to 
consider eight more pathways that generate emotion. Some of them 
provide more opportunity to control whether or not we are going to 
become emotional. 


Sometimes emotions begin following reflective appraising, in 
which we consider consciously what is occurring, while still not cer- 
tain what it means. As the situation unfolds or our understanding of 
it proceeds, something clicks; it fits something in our emotion alert 
database and the automatic appraising mechanisms take over. 
Reflective appraising deals with ambiguous situations, situations to 
which the automatic-appraising mechanisms are not already tuned. 
Suppose you meet someone who begins to tell you about her life, 
and it isn't clear why she is telling you or what her point is. You 
think about what she is saying, trying to figure out what, if any- 
thing, it means to you. At some point you may realize that she is 
threatening your job, at which time the automatic-appraisal mecha- 
nisms take over and you begin to feel fear, or anger, or another rele- 
vant emotion. 


There is a price we pay for reflective appraisal—time. The 


automatic-appraisal mechanisms save us those moments or minutes. 
Often, our automatic appraisals can, and do, save us from disaster by 
shaving those moments or minutes required by reflective appraising. 

On the positive side, there is an opportunity for us to influence 
what transpires when emotions begin as a result of reflective 
appraisal.* To do so we need to be well acquainted with our own 
emotional hot triggers—the specific variations on the universal 
themes that are most prominent in our lives for each emotion. Read- 
ing about the themes and common variations in chapters 5 through 
9 may help you figure out your own personal hot triggers and those 
of the people around you. If we know our hot triggers, then we can 
make a deliberate effort not to allow them to bias our interpretation 
of what is transpiring. 


Suppose a trigger for your sadness/anguish reaction is the subtlest 
hint that a woman is going to abandon you because she has discov- 
ered your closely guarded secret, your (learned) feelings of funda- 
mental worthlessness. When time is available, you can use reflective 
appraising to guard against the judgment that you are being aban- 
doned. It won't come easily, but with practice it may be possible to 
decrease the chance that you will snap into sadness/anguish when 
you were not really being abandoned. Reflective appraisal gives your 
conscious mind more of a role. You have the opportunity to learn 
how deliberately to guard against the likelihood of misinterpreting 
what is happening. 


We can also become emotional when remembering a past emo- 
tional scene. We may choose to remember the scene, reworking it in 
our mind, going over it to figure out what happened, or why it hap- 
pened, or how we might have acted differently. Or, the memory 
may not be a choice; it may be unbidden, popping into our mind. 
Regardless of how the memory begins, whether by choice or unbid- 
den, it may include from the start not just the scene and the script of 
what transpired emotionally, but an emotional reaction. We may 
"After speaking with His Holiness, the Dalai Lama about what he terms destructive emotions and the 
attempts made through Buddhist practices to become free of them, I had the impression that what he 
and others have achieved is substituting reflective for automatic appraising. With many years of prac- 
tice it seems possible to have the choice, most of the time, not to become emotional, or, when emo- 
tional, to act and speak in a way that will not be harmful to others. In the coming years I hope to be 


able to do research to learn more about how this is achieved, and whether there are other means to 
accomplish it in a shorter time. 


replay the emotions we felt in the original scene, or we may now feel 
a different emotion. For example, a person might be disgusted with 
herself for having been afraid in the original scene, feeling now only 
the disgust and none of the fear that was originally experienced. It 
can also happen that initially we remember the emotional events, 
but do not again experience those or other emotions. Or the emo- 
tions may begin as the scene unfolds in our mind. 


Robert Levenson and I have used a memory task to produce emo- 
tions in the laboratory in order to study the expressions and physio- 
logical reactions that mark each emotion. We thought it would be 
hard for people to reexperience past emotional scenes when they 
knew they were being videotaped and had wires attached to differ- 
ent parts of their body to measure their heart rate, respiration, blood 
pressure, sweating, and skin temperature. It was just the opposite. 
Most people seem eager for an opportunity to replay and reexperi- 
ence a past emotional scene. Give them the chance to do so, and it 
happens almost immediately, for some, if not all, emotions. 


We asked people to remember their own personal version of one 
of the events that has been found to be universal for each emotion. 
For example, to call forth sadness we asked people to remember a 
time in their life when someone to whom they were attached had 
died. We asked them to visualize a moment when they had felt the 
most intense sadness and then to try to experience again the emotion 
they had felt when the death first happened. 


Almost before these short instructions were over, their physiol- 
ogy, their subjective feelings, and, in some people, even the facial 
expressions of emotions changed. This should be no surprise, as 
everyone has had the experience of remembering an important event 
and feeling an emotion. What was not known before our research is 
whether the changes that occur when emotions are remembered 
actually resemble the changes that occur when emotions begin by 
other means, and indeed they do. Memories about emotional events, 
those that we choose to call to mind, which do not immediately 
cause us to reexperience the originally felt emotions, provide an 
opportunity to learn how to reconstrue what is happening in our life 
so that we have a chance to change what is making us emotional. 


Imagination is still another way in which we can bring about an 


emotional reaction. If we use our imagination to create scenes that 
we know make us emotional, we may be able to cool off a trigger. 
We can, in our own minds, rehearse and try out other ways of inter- 
preting what is occurring, so that it doesn't fit our usual hot triggers. 

Talking about past emotional experiences can also trigger emo- 
tions. We might tell the very person with whom we had an emo- 
tional reaction about how we felt and why we think we felt that way 
or we may tell a friend or a psychotherapist. Sometimes the simple 
act of talking about an emotional episode will cause us to reexperi- 
ence the emotion all over again, just as it happens in our experiments 
when we ask people to try to do so.'® 


Reexperiencing the feelings we had in a past emotional episode can 
have benefits. It may give us a chance to bring matters to a different 
end; it may bring forth support or understanding from the person 
with whom we are talking. Of course, sometimes reexperiencing 
emotions gets us into trouble. You might have thought you could talk 
dispassionately with your spouse about a misunderstanding that hap- 
pened a few days earlier, only to find that you became angry again, 
just as angry or even angrier than you were originally. That can hap- 
pen even if you had hoped it wouldn't; for most of the time we don't 
have control over when we will become emotional. And if we do 
become emotional, our face probably will show it to others, and our 
spouse may get angry because we have gotten angry again. 


Let's suppose you are talking to a friend about how terrible you 
felt when the vet told you that your dearly loved dog would not sur- 
vive his illness. Telling the story causes you to reexperience and 
show grief, and as your friend listens, she also begins to look very 
sad. That is not uncommon, even though it is not your friend's dog, 
not your friend's loss. All of us can feel the emotions that others feel, 
feeling emotions empathetically. This is the sixth way emotions can 
begin—by witnessing someone else's emotional reaction. 


It doesn't always happen; it won't happen if we don't care about 
the person, if we don't in some way identify with the person. And 
sometimes we witness someone's emotions and feel an entirely dif- 
ferent emotion. For example, we may be contemptuous of them for 
getting so angry or afraid, or afraid of the anger they show. 

It need not be our friend whose misfortune sets off our empathic 


emotional reaction. It could be a perfect stranger, and that stranger 
may not even be in our presence. We may see that person on the 
television screen, or in a movie, or read about the person in the 
newspaper or a book. Although there is no doubt that we can 
become emotional by reading about a stranger, it is amazing that 
something that came so late in the history of our species—written 
language—can generate emotions. I imagine that written language 
is converted into sensations, pictures, sounds, smells, or even tastes, 
in our mind, and once this happens, these images are treated like 
any other event by the automatic-appraisal mechanisms to arouse 
emotions. If we could block the production of those images, I 
believe emotions would not be evoked through language alone. 


We may be told by others what to be afraid of, to get angry about, 
to enjoy, and so forth. This symbolic pathway will usually involve a 
caregiver in our early life, and its impact will be strengthened if the 
emotion we are instructed about is highly charged. We may also 
observe what significant people in our lives become emotional 
about, and unwittingly adopt their emotion variations as our own. A 
child whose mother is afraid of crowds may also develop such a fear. 


Most of those who have written about emotions have discussed 
norm violations, the emotions we feel when we ourselves or someone 
else has violated an important social norm.'? We may be angry, dis- 
gusted, contemptuous, ashamed, guilty, surprised, perhaps even 
amused and pleased. It depends on who violated the norm and what 
the norm was about. Norms, of course, are not universal; they may 
not even be shared entirely within a national group or culture. Con- 
sider, for example, the difference between young and older genera- 
tions in America today about the propriety and significance of oral 
sex. We learn norms about what people should do early in life and 
throughout our life. 


Here is the last way in which emotions can begin—a novel, unex- 
pected way. I discovered it when my colleague Wally Friesen and I 
were developing our technique for measuring facial movements. To 
learn how the facial muscles change the visible appearance of the 
face, we videotaped ourselves as we systematically made different 
combinations of facial movements. We started with single muscle 
actions and worked our way up to combinations of six different 


muscles acting at once. It wasn't always easy to make these move- 
ments, but over many months of practice we learned how to do so, 
and we made and recorded ten thousand different combinations of 
facial muscle actions. By studying the videotapes afterward, we 
learned how to recognize from each expression which muscles had 
produced it. (That knowledge became the basis for our measure- 
ment system, the Facial Action Coding System,” FACS, which I 
discussed in chapter 1.) 


I found that when I made certain expressions, I was flooded with 
strong emotional sensations. It wasn't just any expression, only the 
ones I had already identified as universal to all human beings. When 
I asked Friesen if this was happening to him also, he reported that 
he, too, was feeling emotions when he made some of the expres- 
sions, and they often felt very unpleasant. 

A few years later Bob Levenson spent a year in my laboratory. It 
seemed perfectly appropriate to him, being in San Francisco and on 
a sabbatical, to spend his time helping us test our crazy idea that 
simply making an expression would produce changes in people's 
autonomic nervous systems. Over the next ten years, we did four 
experiments, including one in a non-Western culture, the Minang- 
kabau of Western Sumatra. When people followed our instructions 
about which muscles to move, their physiology changed and most 
reported feeling the emotion. Again, it wasn't just any facial move- 
ment that produced this change. They had to make the muscular 
movements that our earlier research had found were universal 
expressions of emotion.”! 


In another study focusing just on smiles, Richard Davidson, a psy- 
chologist who studies the brain and emotion, and I found that mak- 
ing a smile produced many of the changes in the brain that occur 
with enjoyment. It wasn't just any kind of smile; only the smile that 
I had earlier found truly signified enjoyment (see chapter 9).”* 

In this research we asked people to make certain facial move- 
ments, but I believe we could also have obtained the same results if 
people had made the voice sound for each emotion. It is much 
harder for most people to produce the vocal sounds of emotion 
deliberately than to make the facial expression. But we did find one 


woman who could do so, and, indeed, she produced the same results 
with the voice or the face. 

Generating emotional experience, changing your physiology by 
deliberately assuming the appearance of an emotion, is probably not 
the most common way people experience emotion. But it may occur 
more often than we initially think. Edgar Allan Poe knew about it, 
writing in the Purloined Letter. 


When I wish to find out how wise or how stupid or how good or 
how wicked is anyone, or what are his thoughts at the moment, I 
fashion the expression of my face, as accurately as possible, in 
accordance with the expression of his, and then wait to see what 
thoughts or sentiments arise in my mind or heart, as if to match 


or correspond with the expression. 


I have described nine paths for accessing or turning on our emo- 
tions. The most common one is through the operation of the 
autoappraisers, the automatic-appraising mechanisms. A second 
path begins in reflective appraisal that then clicks on the autoap- 
praisers. Memory of a past emotional experience is a third path, and 
imagination is a fourth path. Talking about a past emotional event is 
a fifth path. Empathy is the sixth path. Others instructing us about 
what to be emotional about is the seventh path. Violation of social 
norms is an eighth path. Last is voluntarily assuming the appearance 
of emotion. 

The next chapter builds on what we have learned about how emo- 
tions are triggered, considering why and when it is so hard to change 
what we become emotional about. It includes suggestions about 
what we can do to become more aware of when emotions begin 
through automatic appraisal, for that is when we most often get into 
trouble and regret afterward how we have behaved. 


Changing What 
We Become 
Emotional About 


Walking near the edge of a cliff can 
be frightening, despite the knowledge that a clearly visible fence 
would prevent a person's fall. It matters little that the path is not 
slippery and the fence is not fragile; the heart still beats faster and 
the palms still become sweaty. The knowledge that there is nothing 
to fear does not erase the fear. Even though most people can control 
their actions, keeping themselves on the path, they may be able to 
steal only a quick glance at the beautiful view. The danger is felt 
even though it does not objectively exist.! 


The cliff walk shows that our knowledge cannot always override 
the autoappraisers' evaluations that generate emotional responses. 
After our emotional responses have been triggered, we may con- 
sciously realize that we need not be emotional, and yet the emotion 
may persist. I propose that this usually happens when the trigger is an 
evolved emotional theme or a learned trigger that is very similar to 
the theme. When the learned trigger is more distantly related to the 
theme, our conscious knowledge may be better able to interrupt the 
emotional experience. Put in other terms, if our concerns are only dis- 
tantly related to a theme, we may be able to override them by choice. 


There is another, more serious way in which emotions override 
what we know. Emotions can prevent us from having access to all 
that we know, to information that would be at our fingertips if we 
were not emotional but that during the emotion is inaccessible to us. 


When we are gripped by an inappropriate emotion, we interpret 
what is happening in a way that fits with how we are feeling and 
ignore our knowledge that doesn't fit. 

Emotions change how we see the world and how we interpret the 
actions of others. We do not seek to challenge why we are feeling a 
particular emotion; instead, we seek to confirm it. We evaluate what 
is happening in a way that is consistent with the emotion we are feel- 
ing, thus justifying and maintaining the emotion. In many situa- 
tions this may help focus our attention and guide our decisions 
about how to respond to the problems at hand and understand what 
is at stake. But it can cause problems, for when we are gripped by an 
emotion we discount or ignore knowledge we already have that 
could disconfirm the emotion we are feeling, just as we ignore or dis- 
count new information coming to us from our environment that 
doesn't fit our emotion. In other words, the same mechanism that 
guides and focuses our attention can distort our ability to deal with 
both new information and knowledge already stored in our brain.* 


Suppose someone is furious about having been insulted in public. 
During his or her fury it will not be easy to consider whether what 
was said was actually meant as an insult. Past knowledge about that 
person and about the nature of insults will be only selectively avail- 
able; only that part of the knowledge that supports the fury will be 
remembered, not that which would contradict it. If the insulting per- 
son explains or apologizes, the furious person may not immediately 
incorporate this information (the fact of an apology) in his behavior. 


For a while we are in a refractory state, during which time our 
thinking cannot incorporate information that does not fit, maintain, 
or justify the emotion we are feeling. This refractory state may be of 
more benefit than harm if it is brief, lasting for only a second or two. 
In that short window it focuses our attention on the problem at 
hand, using the most relevant knowledge that can guide our initial 
actions, as well as preparations for further actions. Difficulties can 
arise or inappropriate emotional behavior may occur when the 
refractory period lasts much longer, for minutes or perhaps even 


*What I am suggesting here is very similar to psychologist Jerry Fodor's account of how information 
can become encapsulated, by which he meant that information that might not fit with a way of inter- 
pteting the world, information the person has stored and knows, becomes inaccessible for a time. 


hours. A too-long refractory period biases the way we see the world 
and ourselves.” 

In a near-miss car accident, we do not remain in a state of fear 
once we avoid the other car. We realize very quickly that the danger 
is past, and we wait for our breathing and heart rate to return to nor- 
mal, which happens in five to fifteen seconds. But suppose the fear is 
about something that cannot be so instantly or dramatically dis- 
proven. Suppose a person is afraid that the ache he is feeling in his 
lower back is a symptom of liver cancer. During the refractory period 
he will reject contradictory information, forgetting that yesterday he 
helped move his friend's furniture and that this is why his back hurts. 


Consider a common family situation: In the morning, before they 
both go to work, Jim tells his wife, Helen, that he is sorry but that 
something has come up and he can't pick up their daughter after 
school. Helen, he says, will have to do so. Helen replies with an edge 
in her voice and a look of anger on her face, as she has become 
annoyed, "Why didn't you give me more notice? I have a meeting 
with one of my supervisees scheduled at that time!" Helen didn't 
think consciously about her response; she didn't choose to become 
annoyed. It happened because the autoappraisers interpreted her 
husband's message as interfering with her goals (a likely theme for 
anger), without considering her. 


Sensing that she is annoyed by her voice and facial expression, Jim 
challenges her right to be angry. He now gets annoyed with Helen, 
as anger often brings forth anger. "Why are you getting angry about 
it? I couldn't tell you ahead of time, because my boss just called a few 
minutes ago and told me there is an emergency meeting in my sec- 
tion and I must be there." Helen now knows that Jim wasn't being 
inconsiderate, and there is no reason to be angry about an unavoid- 
able, unintended frustration, but if she is still in a refractory period, 
it will be a struggle. Her annoyance wants to justify itself. She might 
be tempted to get in the last word, "You should have told me that in 
the first place!" but she could restrain herself and not act on her 
anger. 


If Helen can incorporate the new information Jim supplies, it will 
change her perception of why he did what he did. She can then dis- 
card her interpretation that he was inconsiderate and her annoyance 


will vanish. There are many reasons, though, why the refractory 
period might be long, causing Helen to hold on to her anger and not 
yield ground once Jim provided information that should have 
turned it off. Maybe she didn't have enough sleep the night before. 
Perhaps she is under a lot of pressure at work, has not been able to 
deal with it, and is taking out those frustrations on Jim. Maybe they 
have been arguing for months about a serious issue, such as whether 
to have another child, and Helen has been harboring angry feelings 
about Jim's seemingly selfish attitude. Helen might have the type of 
personality in which anger plays a dominant role. (I describe my 
research on people who have a hostile personality trait in chapter 6.) 
Or Helen might be importing into this situation a script from 
another part of her life, a script that is highly emotionally charged, 
which she replays again and again. 


A script has a cast of characters, the person who is importing it 
and other pivotal people, plus a plotline of what happened in the 
past. Not everyone imports from their past into current situations 
emotional scripts that don't really match. The conventional wisdom 
in psychoanalytic theories of personality is that scripts are imported 
when people have unresolved feelings, feelings that were never fully 
or satisfactorily expressed, or if expressed did not lead to a desired 
outcome. Scripts distort current reality, causing inappropriate emo- 
tional reactions and lengthening the refractory period. 


Suppose Helen was the younger child, and her brother Bill was a 
bully, always dominating her. If Helen was seared by that experi- 
ence, if her parents took Bill's side and thought she was exaggerat- 
ing, she might often import the "I am being dominated" script into 
situations that, even in the slightest way, seem similar. One of 
Helen's most important concerns is not to be dominated, and this 
causes her to sense domination even when it may not be present. 
Helen doesn't want to import this script. She is a smart woman, and 
she has learned from feedback from those with whom she is intimate 
that she is prone to just this kind of misinterpretation and overreac- 
-tion. But during the refractory period she can't do much about it. 
She is not even aware that she is in a refractory period. It is only 
afterward, upon reflection, that Helen realizes she acted inappropri- 
ately and regrets how she behaved. She would like to get the "he is 


trying to dominate me” trigger out of her emotion alert database. 
Her life would be better if she could derail this trigger; she wouldn't 
be prone to long periods of anger, and she wouldn't distort other 
people's motives to fit her emotions. 

Many people would like to have just that kind of control over 
when they have an emotional reaction. One of the reasons people 
seek the help of psychotherapists is that they don't want to continue 
to become emotional about some of the things that make them 
emotional. But none of us wants completely and irrevocably to turn 
off all our emotions. Life would be dull, less juicy, less interesting, 
and probably less safe if we had the power to do that. 


Fear does protect us; our lives are saved because we are able to 
respond to threats of harm protectively, without thought. Disgust 
reactions make us cautious about indulging in activities that literally 
or figuratively might be toxic. Sadness and despair over loss may 
bring help from others. Even anger—the emotion most people 
would like to turn off—is useful to us. It warns others, and us as 
well, when things are thwarting us. That warning may bring about 
change, although it may also bring about counteranger. Anger moti- 
vates us to try to change the world, to bring about social justice, to 
fight for human rights. 


Would we really want to eliminate those motivations? Without 
excitement, sensory pleasure, pride in our achievements and the 
achievements of our offspring, amusement in the many odd and 
unexpected things that happen in life, would life be worth living? 
Emotion is not like an appendix, a vestigial apparatus we don't need 
and should remove. Emotions are at the core of our life. They make 
life livable. 

Rather than turning off our emotions completely, most of us 
would like the ability to turn off our emotional reactions to specific 
triggers selectively. We would like to use a delete key to erase a spe- 
cific trigger or set of triggers, a script or concern, stored in our emo- 
tion alert database. Unfortunately, there is no definitive, solid 
evidence about whether this can be done. 

One of the foremost students of the brain and emotion, psychol- 
ogist Joseph LeDoux, recently wrote: "Conditioned fear learning is 
particularly resilient, and in fact may represent an indelible form of 


learning.’ . . . The indelibility of learned fear has an upside and a 
downside. It is obviously very useful for our brain to be able to 
retain records of those stimuli and situations that have been associ- 
ated with danger in the past. But these potent memories, which are 
typically formed in traumatic circumstances, can also find their way 
into everyday life, intruding into situations in which they are not 


especially useful. . . ."* 


I fortunately had the opportunity to talk with LeDoux about this 
while I was writing this chapter, and to push him a bit on exactly 
what he meant and how certain he was about it. First, I should be 
clear that LeDoux is referring only to learned triggers, what I have 
called the variations. The themes, which are the product of our evo- 
lution, both LeDoux and I believe are indelible, such as the findings 
about rats who were born in a laboratory and never had any experi- 
ence with a cat, yet showed fear when they first saw a cat. It is an 
inborn theme, a fear trigger that doesn't require learning. The power 
of a theme to trigger an emotion can be weakened but not totally 
removed. But can we unlearn the variations, the triggers we acquire 
in the course of our lives? 


Without going into the technical details of LeDoux's brain 
research, we do need to know that when an emotional trigger 
becomes established, when we learn to be afraid of something, new 
connections are established among a group of cells in our brain, 
forming what LeDoux calls a cell assembly.’ Those cell assemblies, 
which contain the memory of that learned trigger, seem to be per- 
manent physiological records of what we have learned. They make 
up what I called the emotion alert database. However, we can learn 
to interrupt the connection between those cell assemblies and our 
emotional behavior. The trigger still sets off the established cell 
assembly, but the connection between the cell assembly and our 
emotional behavior can be broken, at least for a time. We are afraid, 
but we don't act as if we are afraid. We also can learn to break the 
connection between the trigger and those cell assemblies so the emo- 
tion is not triggered, but the cell assembly remains, the database is 
not erased, and its potential to be reconnected to the trigger and the 
response remains within us. Under some circumstances, when we 
are under stress of one kind or another, the trigger will again 


become active, connecting to the cell assembly, and the emotional 
response springs forth once again. 

While all of LeDoux's research has been on fear, he thinks there 
is no reason to believe it would be any different for anger or anguish. 
This fits my personal experience, and what I have observed in oth- 
ers, so I will assume that his findings generalize to the other emo- 
tions, perhaps even to emotions that feel good.* 

Our nervous system doesn't make it easy to change what makes 
us emotional, to unlearn either the connection between an emo- 
tional cell assembly and a response, or between a trigger and an emo- 
tional cell assembly. The emotion alert database is an open system, 
in that new variations continually get added to it, but it is not a sys- 
tem that allows data to be easily removed once entered. Our emotion 
system was built to keep triggers in, not get them out, mobilizing 
our emotional responses without thought. We are biologically con- 
structed in a way that does not allow us to interrupt them readily. 

Let's return to my example of the near-miss car accident once 
again to see how LeDoux's findings help us understand what hap- 
pens when we try to change what we become emotional about. 
Every driver has had the experience, when sitting in the passenger 
seat, of having her foot involuntarily shoot out toward a nonexistent 
brake pedal when it seems that another car is veering toward her. 
Hitting the brake pedal is a learned response to the fear of being hit 
by another car. Not only is the response—hitting the brake pedal— 
learned, but so, too, is the trigger. Cars were not part of the envi- 
ronment of our ancestors; a car veering toward us is not a built-in 
theme but a learned variation. We learn it quickly because it is very 
close to one of the likely fear themes—something that moves 
quickly into our sight, approaching us as if it is about to hit us. 

While most of us will, when sitting in the passenger seat, invol- 
untarily press down on a nonexistent brake pedal when we sense 


*Not everything that makes us emotional is a result of conditioning, however. Frijda points out that 
some emotional stimuli have "little to do with having experienced aversive or pleasurable consequences 
accompanying a particular stimulus." Emotions result "from inferred consequences or causes. . . . Los- 
ing one's job, receiving criticism, perceiving signs of being neglected or slighted, being praised, and 
seeing norm violations [actions that contradict our dearly held values] are all quite indirectly or 
remotely connected to the actual aversive or pleasurable conditions that they somehow signal and that 
give them emotional life." I view these as all instances of variations that resemble the universal themes, 
even though some of them are distantly related. 


danger, driving instructors learn not to do so. They may learn to 
interrupt the response, in which case they will still feel afraid, but 
they won't physically respond. (I suspect there would still be a trace 
of fear on their face or in the sound of their voice.) Or they may 
learn to break the connection between the trigger—that car lurching 
toward them—and the cell assembly in the brain that was estab- 
lished for this fear trigger,* Perhaps they finely tune the connection 
between the trigger and the cell assembly so that fear is aroused and 
the protective brake pedal response is activated only when the dan- 
ger is very likely to occur. But if they have had a bad night's sleep, or 
are still mulling over an unfinished argument with their spouse that 
morning, that foot will shoot out once again, just as it would for any 
of us who are not driving instructors, who have not learned to inter- 
rupt this trigger. The links between the trigger, the cellular connec- 
tions, and the response have not been erased, only weakened. 


My focus in the rest of this chapter is on weakening emotional 
triggers, whether they are ones established directly through condi- 
tioning or indirectly through a connection to one of the emotional 
themes. In the next chapter I explain how we can weaken the con- 
nection between an emotional event and our emotional responses. It 
is not easy to do either one. Let me explain how this might work in 
the context of another example. 


Suppose a boy, let's call him Tim, was teased by a father whose 
teases, while ostensibly made as jests, had a cruel edge, mocking 
Tim's inadequate performances. Quite early, probably before age 
five, the script of a powerful person disparaging him through teas- 
ing entered Tim's emotion alert database. As he grew up, Tim 
responded with nearly immediate anger to teasing, even when it was 
not intended meanly. This delighted his father, who further taunted 
him for losing his temper over a joke. Some twenty years later, Tim 
still reacts with anger at the first sign that someone is teasing him. 
That doesn't mean that Tim always acts on his anger, but Tim 
would be better off if he didn't have to struggle with his impulse to 
strike back whenever someone jokes with him. 


Six quite different factors are likely to determine how successful 


*We could find out which one they do by measuring their physiology when this happens, but it doesn't 
really matter for my point here. 


anyone can be in reducing the heat, the salience, and the power of 
an emotion trigger, and the length of the refractory period, the 
period when we are only able to use information that supports the 
emotion we are feeling. The first factor is closeness to the evolved 
theme. The closer the learned trigger is to the unlearned theme, the 
harder it will be to decrease its power. Road rage is an example of an 
event that closely resembles a theme, not a learned variation. This is 
illustrated in the following puzzle. When my department chairman 
drives to the university each day, he encounters a place where two 
lines of traffic have to merge. There is an unwritten rule that cars in 
each lane take turns, but sometimes people sneak in ahead of their 
turn right in front of him. My chairman gets furious, even though it 
really doesn't matter; the difference in terms of when he arrives at 
the university is only a few seconds. Yet at work, when someone on 
the faculty writes a critique of one of his plans for the department, a 
matter on which he has worked very hard and which really matters 
to him, he rarely gets angry. Why anger over a seemingly trivial 
event, when he doesn't become angry about an important one? 


It is because the driver's actions resemble the likely universal, 
evolved anger theme of being thwarted, not by words but by some- 
one's physical actions interfering with the pursuit of a goal. The 
impolite driver's actions are much closer to the theme than the col- 
league who writes a critique. (For those who wonder why road rage 
seems to have become so prevalent today, I suspect that it has always 
occurred, but less frequently because there was less traffic. Also, the 
media had not named it, which focuses attention on it.) 


Applying these ideas to Tim's problems, we can expect Tim 
would have an easier time weakening a trigger that is distant rather 
than close to the universal theme. Being teased and humiliated by 
his father's words is further away from the theme than if his father 
had "joked" with him by physically pinning his arms to his side so 
he could not move. Tim would have a better chance as an adult to 
weaken the trigger if the original experiences had involved words 
rather than physical restraint to tease and humiliate him. 

A second matter to consider is how closely current instances of 
the triggering event resemble the original situation in which the trig- 
ger was first learned. It was Tim's father who so mercilessly teased 


him—a strong, dominant man. Teasing by a woman, a peer, or a 
subordinate is not as close as teasing by aman who has some author- 
ity over him, and it should be easier for Tim to weaken the trigger 
when he is teased by someone other than an authority figure. 

A third issue is how early in a person's life the trigger was learned. 
Presumably, the earlier the trigger was learned, the harder it will be 
to weaken it. In part, that is because the ability to control emotional 
reactions to any emotion trigger is not as well developed in early life. 
Thus, there will be a stronger emotional reaction associated with 
triggers learned early in life compared to those learned in adulthood, 
all other things being equal. In part, it is also because of the possi- 
bility (suggested by some developmental psychologists and all psy- 
choanalysts, and now supported by growing evidence from studies 
of the brain and emotion®) that early childhood is critical in form- 
ing personality and emotional life. What is learned then is stronger 
and more resistant to change. Triggers learned in such a critical 
period may produce a longer refractory period. 


The initial emotional charge is the fourth key factor. The stronger 
the emotions that were experienced when the trigger was first learned, 
the harder it will be to weaken its impact. If that teasing episode was 
a mild or moderate one, rather than a strong one, if the feelings of 
humiliation, worthlessness, and resentment over loss of power were 
mild rather than strong, then it would be easier to cool the trigger. 


The density of the experience is a fifth factor, contributing to the 
strength and indelibility of the trigger. Density refers to repeated 
episodes, highly charged emotionally, occurring during a short 
period of time, that have the effect of overwhelming the person. So, 
if there was a period when Tim was teased mercilessly, intensely, 
again and again, it would be a very difficult trigger to diminish. 
When there is a very strong, highly dense initial emotional charge, I 
expect that the refractory period in later reactions to that trigger will 
be long, making it difficult for people to realize in the first second or 
two that they are responding inappropriately. If the initial emo- 
tional charge was very strong, that alone may be sufficient to extend 
the refractory period for that trigger, even if it was not dense or 
repeated again and again. 


A sixth factor is affective style.’ We each differ in the speed of our 


emotional responses and the strength of our responses, and in how 
long it takes for us to recover from an emotional episode. My 
research over the last ten years has focused on these matters. (The 
conclusion describes four other aspects of affective style in addition 
to speed, strength, and duration.) Those individuals who generally 
have faster and stronger emotional responses will have a much 
harder time cooling off a hot trigger. 


Let us now consider how Tim could go about weakening the teas- 
ing trigger. The first step is for Tim to identify what it is that is get- 
ting him so angry. He may not know that being teased by a dominant 
person is a very hot anger trigger. Automatic appraising operates in 
milliseconds, before consciousness, before he might be able to become 
aware of what is making him so angry. Perhaps he knows it is teasing, 
but he doesn't know it has to be by someone who has some power 
over him. He may not realize it has any connection to his childhood 
experience of being unmercifully teased by his father. Tim may be 
very defensive, not ready to accept that he is becoming angry, or not 
ready to face the fact that his father was cruel. The very first step is to 
become aware that he is feeling angry, to recognize the sensations in 
his own body (suggestions on how to accomplish that are in chapter 6 
on anger), and to understand the effect he has on other people. 


Let's suppose Tim begins to recognize that he is unduly angry at 
times but doesn't understand when or why it happens. Tim's next 
step is to start a log about his anger episodes. He should note those 
occasions when either he recognizes that he has become angry or 
others tell him so. Entered into the log should be as much informa- 
tion as possible about what transpired in the moments before he 
became angry. A friend or psychotherapist might be able to help 
Tim figure out from hearing about these episodes that it is teasing 
interpreted as humiliation that is his hot trigger. Hopefully, when 
he thinks about this, he may become aware of the script he is 
importing, those terrible scenes with his father. I am not certain 
whether he must know that in order to weaken this script. It might 
be sufficient for Tim to realize that he is overreacting to teasing, that 
he is treating teasing as if it is always meant to humiliate. 


It might seem that the simplest solution would be for Tim now 
simply to avoid any situations in which he is likely to be teased. 


That presumes he can get away with never showing up at the com- 
pany dinners at which he is likely to be roasted, and that he can 
readily anticipate other situations when he might be teased. A better 
approach would be to try to cool the trigger. 

Tim needs to consider how often he perceived teasing either when 
it wasn't there, or when it was not meant to humiliate. He must learn 
how to reappraise what motivates teasing. Such careful consideration 
can help, if it is done repeatedly.’ He can do this by thinking about 
each teasing episode afterward, carefully considering alternative 
explanations for why he was teased other than the humiliation theme. 
Over time he can learn to do that reappraising sooner, while still in the 
situation. He can also learn to sense when there is the possibility of 
being teased, and can brace himself not to interpret it as an insult or 
an attempt to humiliate him. Over time teasing may become a cooler 
trigger. At the very least, if Tim gets as far as learning that teasing is a 
trigger, and that it is the intended humiliation that sets it off, he will 
be in a better position to control his anger when he does become 
angry.” (See more about controlling emotional responses in chapter 4.) 


If what I have suggested doesn't work, if an emotion trigger con- 
tinues to call forth difficult-to-control emotional responses again and 
again, there are other approaches to consider. Psychotherapy is one 
possibility, although in my experience it is often limited to making 
one aware of what the trigger is and what script is being imported, 
without always being helpful in weakening the trigger. Behavior ther- 
apy is another approach to consider, meditation training another. "° 


Suppose that Tim has identified the trigger, has spent time ana- 
lyzing the kinds of situations in which he often misperceives teasing 
when it isn't there, and has practiced reevaluating situations so he 
can take teasing as a joke, not as an insult and humiliation. Let's 
grant further that this was made easier because earlier in his life 
there were only a few teasing episodes spread out over a number of 
months, and none of them went on for very long—low charge and 
low density. And let's stipulate that Tim is not burdened by a very 
fast and very strong anger profile. Tim now rarely has to struggle 
with becoming angry when someone teases him. But it could hap- 
pen, and most likely it will happen when Tim is, for some other rea- 
son, in an irritable mood. 


This is a good place to distinguish emotions from moods. All of 
us have both of them, but they are different, even though both 
involve feelings. The most obvious difference is that emotions are 
much shorter than moods. Moods can last a whole day, sometimes 
two days, while emotions can come and go in minutes, sometimes 
seconds. A mood resembles a slight but continuous emotional state. 
If it is irritability, it is like being mildly annoyed all the time, ready 
to become angry. If it is a blue mood, we are slightly sad, ready to 
become very sad. A disdainful mood involves the emotions of dis- 
gust and contempt, a euphoric or high mood involves excitement 
and pleasure, an apprehensive mood involves fear. 


A mood activates specific emotions. When we are irritable, we are 
seeking an opportunity to become angry; we interpret the world in a 
way that permits, or even requires, us to become angry. We become 
angry about matters that do not typically get us angry, and when we 
become angry, the anger is likely to be stronger and last longer than 
it would if we were not in an irritable mood. Moods don't have their 
own signal in either the face or voice. Instead we can tell that some- 
one is in a mood because we see the signs of the emotion that satu- 
rates that mood. Moods reduce our flexibility, as they make us less 
responsive to the changing nuances in our environment, biasing 
how we interpret and respond. Emotions do that, too, but only for 
moments if the refractory period is not extended; moods last for 
hours. 


Another way moods differ from emotions is that once an emotion 
has begun and we have become aware of it, we can usually point to 
the event that caused it. Rarely do we know why we are in a mood. 
It just seems to happen to us. We may wake up one morning in a 
particular mood, or for no apparent reason in the middle of the day 
we notice we feel moody. While there must be autonomous, neuro- 
chemical changes that set off and maintain moods, I believe moods 
can also be brought about by highly dense emotional experiences. 
Dense anger can result in an irritable mood, just as dense joy can 
result in a high or euphoric mood. Then, of course, we do know 
why we are in a mood. 

Earlier I argued that emotions are necessary for our lives, and we 
wouldn't want to be rid of them. I am far less convinced that moods 


are of any use to us.'! Moods may be an unintended consequence of 
our emotion structures, not selected by evolution because they are 
adaptive.'* Moods narrow our alternatives, distort our thinking, and 
make it more difficult for us to control what we do, and usually for 
no reason that makes any sense to us. One could argue that when 
moods are brought about by dense emotional experience, they serve 
the function of keeping us prepared for more of the same thing. 
Perhaps, but to my mind that is a small benefit compared to the 
troubles moods cause. If I could, I would forgo ever having any 
mood again and just live with my emotions. I would gladly give up 
euphoric moods to be rid of irritable and blue moods. But none of 
us has that choice. 

Triggers that, through hard work, have become cool, get hot 
again when a person is in a mood relevant to that trigger. When Tim 
is in an irritable mood, teasing may once again set off his anger. It is 
not just a stressful situation, as LeDoux suggested, that will again 
link up a trigger to the emotion; a mood can also do so. Even when 
a trigger has been weakened, or cooled off so that it doesn't bring 
forth an emotion, it will become hot again when the right mood 
comes along. 

Even when we are not made especially vulnerable by a mood, 
many of us will at least some of the time still have emotions trig- 
gered upon which we don't want to act. The next chapter considers 
the involuntary emotional responses, and how well we can control 
what we do when we are emotional. 


52 


Behaving 
Emotionally 


You are about to go in to a meeting with 
your boss. You don't know what it is about; you don't know the 
agenda; you didn't call this meeting. Your boss's secretary told you 
"it was very important" when she scheduled the meeting. How you 
react—whether you look afraid, angry, or sad; whether you keep 
your cool or seem too detached; what you say and how you act— 
could be crucial to the outcome. Would you trust how you would 
react emotionally, or, if need be, your ability to control your emo- 
tional behavior, or would you take a drink or down a Valium ahead 
of time? 

It is hard not to behave emotionally when the stakes are high, 
which is when we are likely to feel strong emotions. Our emotions 
are often our best guides, directing us to do and say what is exactly 
right for the situation, but that isn't always so for anyone. There are 
times when we wish we had not acted or spoken under the influence 
of our emotions. But if we could, if we could turn off our emotions 
completely for a time, that might make matters worse, for the people 
around us might think we are detached, or worse, inhuman.* To 
experience our emotions, to care about what happens while behav- 
ing in a way that we and others do not consider to be too emotional, 


*The recent use of botoxin injections to decrease signs of aging does so at the cost of making the face 
wooden, the person less animated and unemotional in appearance; and (paradoxically) less animated 
people are less attractive to others. 


can sometimes be extremely difficult. And some people have just the 
opposite problem: they feel the emotions, they care, but they do not 
express them the way others expect, or they do not express them at 
all; people think they are overcontrolled. 

We don't choose how we look and sound or what we are impelled 
to do and say when we are emotional any more than we choose 
when to become emotional. But we can learn to moderate emotional 
behavior we would regret afterward, to inhibit or subdue our 
expressions, to prevent or temper our actions or words. We can also 
learn not to be overcontrolled, appearing unemotional, if that is our 
problem. It would be even better still if we could learn how to 
choose the way we feel and choose how to express our emotions so 
that we could express our emotions constructively. 

We can look as far back as Aristotle's description of the temperate 
person for a standard for what is constructive emotional behavior.' 
Our emotions must be in the right amount, proportional to the 
event that called them forth; they must be expressed at the right 
time, in a way that is appropriate to the emotional trigger and the 
circumstances in which it occurred; and they must be expressed in 
the right way, in a way that does no harm.* Admittedly, these are 
very abstract ideas, but they do explain the reasons we sometimes 
regret afterward how we have behaved. 

Chapter 3 described what triggers emotions and how to weaken 
hot emotional triggers so they don't always make us emotional. But 
suppose that has failed and the emotion has already begun. Now the 
question is: Can we choose what we say and do? When we are in the 
refractory period—that period during which we don't have access to 
information that would change how we are feeling—we don't want 
to suppress our emotions. What our emotions are pushing us to do 
and say seems justified and necessary. 

If we try to control what we do and say, it will be a struggle 
between our deliberate, voluntary efforts and our involuntary emo- 
tional behavior. That struggle will be greatest for those among us 
who experience emotions much more quickly, and much more 


*There is an exception. When another person threatens our life or the lives of others, then in our anger 
we may be justified in harming the person who poses the threat if there is no other way to prevent 
injury. The Dalai Lama, with some hesitation, agrees on this point. 


strongly, than others. Sometimes all we can do is leave the scene. 
Even that, for some people and in some emotional episodes, can 
require a great act of will. With practice, moderating our emotional 
behavior becomes easier, but it takes time, concentration, and 
understanding. Just as there are factors that determine when and 
how a hot trigger can be weakened, there is a set of related factors 
that determine when we are most likely to succeed in moderating 
our emotional behavior. When we fail to do so, and everyone fails 
sometimes, there are steps we can take to profit from that failure, 
decreasing the likelihood we will fail again. 


Before I can address these two issues—how to moderate our emo- 
tional behavior, and, when we fail, how we can learn from those 
mistakes—we must consider what it is we are trying to moderate: 
emotional behavior itself—the signals, the actions, and the internal 
changes. We need also to understand how these emotional behaviors 
are generated and how we can influence that process. We will begin 
with the signals, the emotional expressions. 


The emotion signals given off by other persons often determine 
how we interpret their words and actions. Their expression also trig- 
gers our own emotional response, and that in turn colors our inter- 
pretation of what the person is saying, what we think are that 
person's motives, attitudes, and intentions. 

In the last chapter we met Helen, who became annoyed with her 
husband, Jim, when he told her he could not pick up their daughter 
after school that day. Helen had replied, "Why didn't you give me 
more notice?" Jim might not have become angry in return if it had 
not been for the edge in her voice or the anger written on her face. 
Her words alone might have been enough, though. A softer way of 
saying the same thing would have been, "I wish you could have 
given me more notice,” or "What happened that you couldn't let me 
know before now?" That last version would have let Jim know that 
she recognized that there must be a reason why he was inconve- 
niencing her. But even the softer language wouldn't have succeeded 
if it were said with anger in her voice or on her face. 

Even if Helen had said nothing, the expression on her face might 
have tipped Jim off that she was annoyed, for emotions are not pri- 
vate. Most of our emotions have a distinctive signal that tells others 


how we are feeling. Thoughts, on the other hand, are totally private. 
No one knows if we are thinking about our mother, the show we are 
missing on television, or how to change our Internet stock invest- 
ments unless emotions are mixed in with those thoughts, as they 
often are. While there is no external signal that even tells people we 
are thinking, let alone what we are thinking, that is not the case with 
emotion. Although individuals differ in how expressive they are, 
emotions are not invisible or silent. Others who look at us and listen 
to what we say could tell how we are feeling, unless we were to make 
a concerted effort to squelch our expressions. Even then, some trace 
of our emotions might leak out and could be detected.” 


We may not always like the fact that others can know how we feel; 
even the most open people find times when they would prefer to 
keep their feelings private. Helen might not have wanted to let Jim 
know she was annoyed, but her face might have betrayed her even if 
she kept herself from saying anything. It is part of our evolutionary 
heritage that we signal when each emotion begins. Presumably, over 
the course of our history as a species, it was more useful than not for 
others to know what emotion we were experiencing without our 
having to make the choice to tell them. For Helen, a slight look of 
annoyance might serve to prod Jim to explain why he couldn't give 
her more notice: "I know this will be hard on you, honey, but I have 
no choice; my boss just called when you were in the shower and said 
there was an emergency meeting." Now knowing that Jim wasn't 
being inconsiderate, Helen's anger fades. But her anger might not 
fade if, as I mentioned in chapter 3, she were resentful about other 
matters, or if she imported into this situation anger based on her 
experience with her bullying brother. 


Another remarkable feature about the emotion signal system is 
that it is always "on." It is ready to broadcast instantly every emotion 
we feel. Think what life would be like if there were a switch, if it 
could be in the "off" position unless we chose to switch it "on." It 
would make child care impossible, for one thing. If it were off, 
how would we know what to do and when to do it? As parents of 
older children, would we want to have to plead with our kids to turn 
their emotional signals back on? In friendships, in courting, even in 
the workplace, it would become a central issue: "Do you have your 


emotion signals switched on or off?" Who would be willing to 
spend time with us, other than those with whom we have the most 
trivial exchanges, such as the fellow who sells us the morning news- 
paper, if they knew we had chosen to deprive them of information 
about how we are feeling? 

Fortunately we don't have that choice, and, while we do have the 
ability to dampen our emotional signals, we are rarely perfect in our 
attempts to inhibit them. Of course, some people are much more 
able than others to dampen or even eliminate any sign of the emo- 
tions they are feeling. It is not certain whether this is because these 
people experience emotions less intensely, or if they have a superior 
ability in suppressing any sign of the emotion they are experiencing. 
John Gottman and Robert Levenson have found that men who 
"stonewall," showing little about how they feel when their wives 
express anger, are actually, on a physiological level, experiencing 
their emotions very intensely.’ Stonewalling itself can be considered 
an emotional signal, a signal of being overpowered, of being unable 
or unwilling to deal with the matter at hand. Although I have not 
done the work, I expect that careful examination would find that 
fear or anger is signaled through subtle facial or vocal expressions 
prior to stonewalling or during the stonewalling itself. 


Emotion signals emerge almost instantly when an emotion begins. 
When we are sad, for example, our voices automatically become 
softer and lower, and the inner corners of our eyebrows are pulled 
up. If the emotion begins slowly, building up over a few seconds, the 
signal may become stronger, or there may be a series of signals in 
rapid sequence. The signals mark clearly when emotions begin, and, 
to a lesser extent, when they end. As long as an emotion is on, it will 
color the voice, but it is less certain whether there will be change in 
the facial expressions. We can tell when a person is no longer in the 
grip of an emotion because we hear the absence of that emotion and 
we no longer see the expression on the face, or because we hear and 
see instead the expression of the next emotion that is on. 


It is important to remember that emotional signals do not tell us 
their source. We may know someone is angry without knowing 
exactly why. It could be anger at us, anger directed inward at his or 
her self, or anger about something the person just remembered that 


has nothing to do with us. Sometimes we can figure it out from our 
knowledge of the immediate context. Suppose you were to say to 
your son, "Johnny, you can't go out to the movies with your friends 
tonight; you have to stay home and take care of your younger 
brother, because the baby-sitter canceled and your father and I must 
go to our dinner party." If Johnny looks angry, it is probably with 
you for interfering with his plans, for thinking your commitments 
for the evening take precedence over his. Then again, Johnny might 
be angry with himself for caring that much, for feeling so much dis- 
appointment. Not likely, but still possible. 

We have to avoid Othello's error.’ Recall that in Shakespeare's play, 
Othello accuses his wife, Desdemona, of loving Cassio. He tells her 
to confess since he is going to kill her for her treachery. Desdemona 
asks Othello to call Cassio to testify to her innocence. Othello tells 
her that he has already had Cassio murdered. Desdemona realizes she 
will not be able to prove her innocence and that Othello will kill her. 


DESDEMONA: Alas, he is betrayed, and I undone! 

OTHELLO: Out, strumpet! Weep'st thou for him to 
my face? 

DESDEMONA: O, banish me, my lord, but kill me not! 

OTHELLO: Down, strumpet! 


Othello's mistake was not a failure to recognize how Desdemona 
felt; he knew she was anguished and afraid. His error was in believ- 
ing that emotions have only one source, in interpreting her anguish 
as due to the news of her supposed lover's death, and her fear as that 
of an unfaithful wife who has been caught in her betrayal. He kills 
her without considering that her anguish and fear could have differ- 
ent sources. That they were the reactions of an innocent woman 
who knew her intensely jealous husband was about to kill her, and 
that there was no way she could prove her innocence. 


If we are to avoid Othello's error, we have to resist the temptation 
of jumping to conclusions, and strive to consider alternative reasons 
other than the reason we most suspect for why an emotion is shown. 
Fear has many sources- The fear of the guilty person about being 
caught looks just like the fear of the innocent person about being 


disbelieved.* Emotion signals provide important information about 
what a person is feeling and what he or she may do next, but there is 
almost always more than one possibility. A person filled with fear 
may fight rather than run or hide. 

Let's begin with the facial expressions, the briefest of the emo- 
tional signals. In chapter 1 I described my research, which estab- 
lished that seven emotions each have a distinct, universal, facial 
expression: sadness, anger, surprise, fear, disgust, contempt, and 
happiness. I don't need to define those words, except perhaps for 
contempt, which, though highly recognizable, is not a very fre- 
quently used word in English. Contempt is a feeling of being better 
than another person, of being superior, usually morally superior, 
but it can also be felt toward someone who is weaker in intelligence, 
strength, and so forth. Contempt can be quite an enjoyable emotion. 


Each of these emotion terms—sadness, anger, surprise, fear, 
disgust, contempt, and happiness—stands for a family of related 
emotions. Anger, for example, can vary in strength, ranging from 
annoyance to rage, and in type, such as sullen anger, resentful anger, 
indignant anger, and cold anger, to mention just a few. The varia- 
tions in intensity within each emotion family are clearly marked on 
the face, but the scientific work has not yet been done to determine 
if the different types within each emotion family also have unique 
facial expressions. 


It is common in science today to lump anger, fear, disgust, sad- 
ness, and contempt into one bin—negative emotion—and contrast 
that with positive emotion. Since surprise can be either positive or 
negative, it is usually ignored. There are two problems with such a 
simple dichotomy. First, it ignores the very important differences 
among the so-called negative emotions: in what triggers each of 
those emotions; in how they feel; in what we are impelled to say and 
do; in their facial and vocal signals; and in how people are likely to 
respond to us. The other problem is that even the so-called negative 
emotions aren't always experienced as unpleasant. For some people 


*This is a serious problem in any type of lie detection. Polygraphers attempt to reduce an innocent 
person's fear of being wrongly judged by affirming the accuracy of the machine, but since it isn't very 
accurate and people increasingly know that, both the innocent and guilty person may manifest the 
same fear. 


an angry argument is enjoyable, and many people enjoy a good cry 
when seeing a sad movie, to name just two examples. On the other 
hand, amusement, a presumably positive feeling, can be cruel, 
involving ridicule. I believe we must examine the specifics of each 
emotional episode before we can tell whether it is pleasant or 
unpleasant for the person feeling it. 


The term happiness is problematic because, like unhappiness, it isn't 
specific enough. As we'll see in chapter 9, there are many different 
happy emotions. Amusement and relief, for example, are very different 
happy experiences, differing as much from each other as do fear and 
anger. The happy emotions don't have different facial expressions; 
they all share one type of smiling countenance. The different types of 
happiness may be revealed in the timing of this facial expression, but 
the primary signal system for happy emotions is the voice, not the face. 


The voice is another emotion signal system, equal in importance 
to facial expression but different in interesting ways. The face is 
always observable unless a person leaves the scene, or a culture dic- 
tates the wearing of masks or veils, which is increasingly rare. The 
voice, though, is an intermittent system, which usually can be turned 
off completely at will. We can't really hide our face completely, 
although the wish to do so may be part of why people often prefer to 
use the telephone in place of having face-to-face communication. 
(Of course there are other benefits to the telephone: not having to be 
appropriately dressed, being able to do other things secretly while lis- 
tening to the other person, etc.). E-mail provides the further benefit 
of not even having to listen and be heard, no chance that the voice 
would reveal an emotion, and not allowing an immediate reply or 
protest. Some people try to achieve that by calling when they think 
the recipient is not there so they can leave a message on an answering 
machine, but there is always the chance the recipient may pick up. 


While I do believe Silvan Tomkins was correct in saying that 
there is an impulse to make a sound whenever an emotion is 
aroused—a different sound for each emotion—people can easily 
suppress those sounds. Yet once someone begins to talk, it is very 
hard to keep signs of what is felt out of the voice. 

Very few of us can convincingly simulate the sound of an emo- 
tion we are not feeling. It takes an actor's skill, and often the actor 


accomplishes the convincing vocal performance by creating the 
emotion itself, remembering a past event in his or her life. On the 
other hand, it is easier to put on an insincere facial expression, and 
my research shows such expressions fool most people who have not 
practiced identifying expressions. The voice rarely gives false emo- 
tional messages, although it gives no messages at all if the person 
doesn't speak. The face more often than the voice gives false emo- 
tional messages, although it can never be totally turned off. Even 
when listening and not speaking, a subtle sign of an expression may 
leak out. 


The last way in which the vocal and facial signals differ is that the 
voice captures our attention even when we are ignoring the person 
who sends out the signal, while we must be paying attention to the 
person to pick up facial expressions. If there were no vocal emo- 
tional signals, if it were only the face that signaled what emotion is 
felt, caregivers would take serious risks whenever they went out of 
sight of their infants. What trouble it would be always to have to 
make a visual check to know an infant's emotional state. As it is, a 
baby's cry of hunger, pain, anger, fear, or joy can catch the attention 
of the caregiver who is totally out of sight, and that offers caregivers 
the opportunity to, in computer parlance, multitask, to do other 
things in other places as long as the infant's voice can reach them. 


Given the importance of the voice, it is regrettable that we know 
so little, as compared to the face, about how it signals emotions. My 
colleague and sometimes partner in research Klaus Scherer is the 
leading scientist studying the voice and emotion. His work has 
shown that the vocal signals of emotion are, like the face, universal.’ 
Scherer has also been working to specify exactly what changes in the 
voice signal each emotion. There is not as much to report as there is 
for the face, partly because not as much work has been done. Also, it 
is hard to describe the sound of the different emotions in a way that 
can be practically used. That may require hearing the voice, just as 
the best way to explain the facial clues to emotion is through photo- 
graphs, films, or video. For most people it is also easier to visualize 
from a verbal explanation of a facial sign what it will look like than 
it is to imagine the sound from a verbal description of a vocal sign. 
In the chapters to follow I will describe what has been found for the 


voice signals of emotion, as well as showing photographs depicting 
the various facial expressions for each emotion. 

In addition to the facial and vocal emotion signals, there are also 
emotional impulses to physical action that can be recognized. I 
believe they are just as universal as the expressions in the face and 
voice, although there has not been much research about them. I will 
describe them briefly here because they are not as familiar to us as 
the facial and vocal expressions. In anger and also in some forms of 
enjoyment there is an impulse to move closer to the emotion trigger. 
In fear there is an impulse to freeze if that will avoid detection, or to 
get out of harm's way if it won't. There is a similar impulse in dis- 
gust, but I think it is not as strong; the point seems to be not so 
much trying to move away as it is getting rid of the offensive object. 
For example, people may turn away if the offensive object is visual; 
they may gag or even vomit if it is gustatory or olfactory. 


In sadness, but not in anguish, there is a loss of overall muscle 
tone; the posture slumps in withdrawal, without action. In contempt 
there is an impulse to look down upon the object of contempt. In 
surprise and in wonderment there is fixed attention on the object of 
the emotion. In relief there is a relaxation of body posture; in tactile 
sensory pleasure there is a movement toward the source of the stim- 
ulation, and in the other sensory pleasures there is an orientation 
toward the source of the stimulation, although no movement may 
occur other than the direction of the person's glance. Watching ath- 
letes make a difficult point suggests that there may be an impulse for 
action, often involving the hands, in the moment when one takes 
pride in having achieved something. The laughter that often occurs 
during intense amusement produces repetitive bodily movements, 
together with the laughing spasms. 


None of these impulses to action® would technically be consid- 
ered signals, because they have not been elaborated over the course 
of our evolution specifically for the purpose of conveying informa- 
tion clearly. I have described them here because they can provide us 
with information about what emotion is occurring. They are invol- 
untary, like the facial and vocal emotion signals, but probably much 
easier to inhibit. Like the facial and vocal signals, they are universal 
and preset, in the sense that we do not need to learn them. 


Everything else that we do when we are emotional is learned, not 
preset, and is likely to be specific to the culture or a particular indi- 
vidual. These learned actions, which include physical activity and the 
words we speak, are the product of our continuing lifelong experience 
(and assessment) of what works when coping with what triggered the 
emotion and the events that unfold over the course of an emotional 
episode. It is easier and faster for us to learn actions that are consistent 
with our preset, automatic emotional actions. For example, for fear 
we would more easily learn an action pattern that involves literal or 
figurative withdrawal than one that involves attack. But any action 
pattern can become established for any emotion. Once learned, these 
action patterns operate automatically, just as if they were preset. 


We can deliberately interfere, overriding or supplanting our reflexes 
and impulses with quite different actions or no action at all. The 
interference may also occur automatically, governed by an overlearned 
habit and not by deliberation. The man stonewalling may do so with- 
out thought, without conscious choice. Either way, by deliberate 
choice or well-established habit, interfering with emotional expres- 
sions and actions may be a struggle when the emotion is very intense. 
For most people it will be easier to prevent an action than totally to 
remove any sign of the emotion in our face or voice. I believe this is so 
because we have such excellent voluntary control over the bodily 
(skeletal) muscles, without which we could not engage in all the com- 
plex and skilled actions necessary for our survival. Indeed, we have 
much better control over our bodily muscles and our words than we 
have for our facial muscles or the settings in our vocal apparatus. 


Just because something we do occurs involuntarily, governed by 
automatic appraisal without conscious consideration, does not mean 
that it is the product of our evolution and universal. Habits are 
learned and operate automatically, often outside of our awareness. 
In understanding the cascade of changes that occur during an emo- 
tional episode, we must remember that the initial second or two will 
typically combine both preset facial and vocal expressions and preset 
and learned actions, as well as other nonvisible or nonaudible 
changes. 

So far I have described what can be observed, heard, or seen when 
someone becomes emotional. There is a set of internal physiological 


changes that also produces some visible or audible signs of what is 
happening. Robert Levenson and I have studied some of the 
changes in the autonomic nervous system (ANS) that occur during 
emotion, such as sweating, which we can sometimes see or smell; 
respiration, which we can hear; and cardiac activity and skin tem- 
perature, which are invisible. Our finding of different patterns of 
ANS activity for each of the emotions we have examined also sup- 
ports what I earlier described as the preset actions. In both anger 
and fear, for example, heart rate increases, preparing the person to 
move. In anger blood flow increases to the hands, making them 
warm and preparing them to strike or otherwise engage the object 
of anger. In fear blood flow increases to the legs, making the hands 
colder and preparing the leg muscles for fleeing.” Perspiration 
increases with fear and anger, especially when they are intense. Res- 
piration increases with fear, anger, and anguish, and there is a dif- 
ferent kind of breathing—a sigh—in relief. (Blushing is still another 
quite visible sign, but I will reserve discussion of it until the conclu- 
sion of the book.) 


Now let's turn from the external behaviors—the signals, the 
actions, the signs of changes in the ANS—to consider the internal 
changes that we cannot see or hear. Unfortunately, there is not 
much research on how thinking itself changes from one moment to 
the next during an emotional episode, but I have little doubt that 
there is a profound change in how we interpret the world around us. 
There is research showing that memories related to the emotion we 
are feeling are retrieved, even memories that may not be easily acces- 
sible when we are not feeling that particular emotion.'? Most impor- 
tant, we evaluate what is happening in a way that is consistent with 
the emotion we are feeling, thus justifying and maintaining the 
emotion. Expectations are formed, judgments made, that typically 
serve to maintain rather than diminish the felt emotion. 


Another set of internal changes that occurs when emotions begin 
is the attempt to regulate emotional behavior. Traditionally, we 
-think that emotional regulation occurs after an emotion has begun, 
rather than with the onset of the emotion. Certainly, deliberate 
attempts to control emotion do occur after an emotion has begun 
and is registered in consciousness, but my colleague and sometime 


research collaborator Richard Davidson suggests that regulation also 
occurs simultaneously with all the other emotional changes—the 
signal, the changes in thinking, and the impulses to action.'! 
Although this is not firmly established, I think Davidson is right, 
that there is an initial, involuntary stage of regulation that is set off 
when all the other emotional changes happen, intermixed with 
them. However, Davidson has not yet been very clear about what 
the processes are nor how they are established.” In the coming de- 
cade we will be learning much more about this. 


The initial regulatory pattern is, I believe, based on learning, 
probably early social learning, and is potentially modifiable. It 
may include how quickly one becomes conscious of experiencing 
an emotion; once conscious, how readily one can recognize, or 
label, one's emotional state; and whether there is an immediate 
insertion of a brake on action, or the reverse, an indulgence of 
impulsive actions. Admittedly, we know little about this initial 
regulatory pattern, but it seems that emotions may not spring 
forth totally unregulated once learning begins, and learning 
begins early in infancy. Those regulatory patterns are likely to be 
so well learned that they operate involuntarily and are resistant to 
change. How resistant we do not know, but if they are at all 
changeable, that would be quite an opportunity for modifying 
emotional life. 


Consider for a moment a person who is extremely unemotional, 
so restrained in his emotional reactions that he is dissatisfied with 
his life, who would like to become more emotionally responsive. 
Temperament, a genetically based emotional disposition, is one 
explanation for his pallid emotional life. But if emotional regulation 
is learned very early in life, perhaps this fellow had the types of 
experiences that led him to overcontrol his emotions. Perhaps he was 
punished, disparaged, or ignored for any sign of emotion. If his 
behavior is caused by learned regulation, there would be a possibility 
that he might be able to change his reactions. If it is based on his 
natural temperament, though, there isn't much chance for change. 
The existence of such initial regulatory patterns points to the enor- 
mous importance of the infant's and child's interactions with others 
in structuring the nature of that individual's subsequent emotional 


life, in agreement with much other research on that topic’? and a 
fundamental tenet of psychoanalysis. 

When we are in the grip of an emotion, a cascade of changes 
occurs in split seconds, without our choice or immediate awareness, 
in: the emotional signals in the face and voice; preset actions; 
learned actions; the autonomic nervous system activity that regulates 
our body; the regulatory patterns that continuously modify our 
behavior; the retrieval of relevant memories and expectations; and 
how we interpret what is happening within us and in the world.* 
These changes are involuntary; we don't choose them. Psychologist 
Robert Zajonc calls them inescapable." By becoming aware of them, 
and we usually do at some point before an emotional episode is over, 
we have a chance to choose, if we wish, to try to interfere with them. 
Before explaining what such awareness entails and steps we can take 
to heighten it, we need to consider one more aspect of the emotion 
process—what is running the show, what is generating this cascade 
of inescapable emotional activity. 


To have so many responses—different for each of the emotions 
and to some extent the same for all human beings—begin so quickly 
tells us something about the central brain mechanisms that are organ- 
izing and directing our emotional responses. The central mechanisms 
that guide our emotional responses are set into action by the auto- 
matic appraising discussed in chapter 2. Stored in these central mech- 
anisms there must be sets of instructions guiding what we do, 
instructions that reflect what has been adaptive in our evolutionary 
past. Understanding my theory about what these central mechanisms 
are and how they operate is essential to what we can expect people 
will be able to accomplish in regulating their emotional behavior once 
they achieve awareness of their momentary emotional experience. 


Tomkins proposed the phrase affectprogram to refer to an inher- 
ited central mechanism that directs emotional behavior. The term 
program comes from two sources: pro, meaning "before," and 
graphein, meaning "write," so program refers to mechanisms that store 
information written before, or in this case, inherited. There would 
have to be many programs, different programs for each emotion. 


*There are also changes in our neurochemistry. Although these changes have many of the properties 
that I am discussing, I am not covering them here. 


Affect programs are, like the emotion databases, a metaphor, for I 
do not think there is anything like a computer program sitting in the 
brain, nor do I mean to imply that only one area of the brain directs 
emotion. We know already that many areas of the brain are involved 
in generating emotional behavior, but until we learn more about the 
brain and emotion, a metaphor can serve us well in understanding 
our emotions.” 

Given that affect programs control our emotional behavior, 
knowing more about how they work can help guide us in controlling 
our emotional behavior. The zoologist Ernst Mayr distinguished 
between open and closed programs. In a closed program nothing 
can be inserted by experience, while an open genetic program 
"allows for additional input during the life span of its owner." 
Mayr pointed out that in creatures that have a long period of 
parental care, and therefore a long time for learning, there would be 
a selective advantage to having an open rather than a closed genetic 
program. (It is consistent with Mayr's thinking to suggest that all 
animals that manifest emotions will have open affect programs. 
That is an essential part of the nature of emotion.) For example, 
contrast humans, notable for many years of dependency, with the 
Maleo birds of northern Sulawesi, an island that is part of Indone- 
sia. The mother bird buries her egg deep in warm volcanic sand and 
then leaves. When the baby Maleo bird climbs out of its shell and 
struggles up out of the sand, it is on its own. It must know immedi- 
ately what it needs to know for its survival, for there is no depen- 
dency period during which it is taught by a parent. We humans are 
at the opposite end of the spectrum: if abandoned at birth, we die. 
Our affect programs are open so that we can learn what will work in 
the particular environment in which we are living, and store this 
information in a way that will allow it to guide our behavior auto- 
matically. 


The evidence on universals in the emotion signals and in some of 
the changes in the autonomic nervous system activity suggests that 
although the affect programs are open to new information learned 
through experience, the programs do not start out as empty shells, 
devoid of information. Circuits are already there, unfolding over 
development, influenced but not totally constructed by experience. 


There must be different circuits for the different responses that 
characterize each emotion. Evolution preset some of the instructions 
or circuitry in our open affect programs, generating the emotion sig- 
nals, the emotion impulses to action, and the initial changes in auto- 
nomic nervous system activity, and establishing a refractory period 
so we interpret the world in a way consistent with the emotion we 
are feeling.” 


Further, the evidence on universals in emotion signals and auto- 
nomic physiology suggests that typically the instructions for the pro- 
duction of these changes will develop in a similar way for everyone, 
unless modified by unusual experiences. While there isn't much evi- 
dence about how such experiences would modify facial expressions, 
the research on posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) suggests that 
the thresholds for the arousal of autonomic activity can be radically 
changed. For example, when asked to speak in front of a group, a 
task that makes some people ill at ease, women who had suffered 
abuse early in life were found to produce more stress-related hor- 
mones than a comparison group of more fortunate women. "° 


Affect programs contain more than just what is prewritten by our 
evolutionary past because it was useful to our ancestors. They also 
contain what we found useful in our own lives in dealing with the 
most important transactions we have with others—the emotional 
ones. The initial regulatory pattern associated with each of the emo- 
tions varies from one individual to another, depending on what they 
learn early in life. It, too, is entered into the affect programs; once 
entered it runs automatically, just as if it had been preset by evolu- 
tion, and is resistant to change. Also entered into the affect pro- 
grams are the behavioral patterns we learn throughout our lifetime 
for dealing with different emotion triggers, which may be congruent 
with or quite different from those that are preset. As discussed ear- 
lier, these, too, operate automatically, once learned. 


I do not believe we can rewrite the preset instructions in our 
affect programs, but that is still to be proven. We can try to interfere 
with these instructions, but that is an immense struggle precisely 
because we can't delete or rewrite them. (An exception is that brain 
injuries can damage the instructions.) If we could rewrite the 
instructions, then we would encounter people whose emotions 


would be totally different from our own—with different signals, 
different impulses to action, different changes in their heart rate, 
respiration, etc. We would need translators not just for words but 
also for emotions. 

This does not mean that the preset instructions produce identical 
changes in everyone. The instructions operate on different bodily 
systems, quite apart from differences between individuals and cul- 
tures in what they learn about managing their emotional behavior. 
Even with the same preset instructions there will be both individual 
differences and commonalities in emotional experience. 


Once set into motion through automatic appraising, the instruc- 
tions in the affect programs run until they have been executed; that 
is, they cannot be interrupted. How long the changes resulting from 
the instructions are noninterruptible varies with the particular emo- 
tional response system being considered. For the facial expressions 
and action impulses, I suspect it is less than a second. I make this 
suggestion based upon observing how quickly people can wipe an 
expression off their face, reducing the length of its appearance or 
masking it with another expression. Listening to what people say 
when they are trying to conceal their feelings, I have noted that such 
control over the sound of the voice takes longer, but it is still likely 
to be only a matter of seconds or at most a few minutes, unless the 
emotion is very strong, or unless something new happens to rein- 
force it. The changes in our respiration, perspiration, and cardiac 
activity also have a longer time line, some stretching out to ten or 
fifteen seconds. The reader should note that this idea that the 
instructions can't be interrupted does not rest on hard scientific evi- 
dence. It does, however, fit my observations about how people 
behave when they are emotional. 


Remember my example of Helen, who got angry when her hus- 
band, Jim, told her that she, not he, would have to pick up their 
daughter after school? The expression of irritation that flashed on 
her face; the edge in her voice when she asked why he didn't give her 
more notice; the slight thrust forward of her body; the increase in 
her skin temperature, blood pressure, and heart rate—these are all 
the preset changes generated by the affect program. Most of them 
could vanish the next moment when she learned from Jim why he 


couldn't give her more notice (the changes in skin temperature, heart 
rate, and blood pressure will take a bit longer to return to where they 
were before the episode began). The episode also could continue; she 
could maintain her anger if the refractory period persists. Perhaps 
there is a backlog of resentment, or she might import the bullying- 
by-brother script, or maybe Jim really is inconsiderate and this is just 
another instance of it. If Helen discounts Jim's excuse, interpreting 
it as another instance of his thinking his needs have priority over 
hers, her anger would surge forth again. My point is that the initial 
preset changes generated by the affect program, when an emotion is 
aroused through automatic appraisal, are brief and need not persist. 
Sometimes they fit and are needed to deal with the situation—Jim 
really is inconsiderate and will walk all over her unless she prevents 
it. Sometimes they are inappropriate—Jim couldn't have given her 
more notice; this isn't a pattern of his being dominant; she just 
didn't have enough sleep last night and woke up in a grouchy mood. 


To say we can't interrupt our reactions is not to say we can't man- 
age them, only that we don't have the option of choosing instantly 
to turn them off completely. Even if we reevaluate what is happen- 
ing, the emotional responses already active may not end instantly. 
Instead, the new emotional responses may be inserted over or mixed 
with the emotions already generated. Suppose Helen's anger at Jim 
is based on importing the being-bullied-by-brother script. Once 
Helen hears that Jim really had no choice, that he wasn't dominat- 
ing her, then she knows that continuing to be angry about it is inap- 
propriate; but if the bullying script is operating, her anger persists, 
or she may recall that she woke up grouchy, and it is her mood that 
is sustaining her inappropriate anger. Helen may begin to feel guilty 
about continuing to feel resentment. We know from scientific study 
that two emotions can occur in rapid sequence, again and again. 
Two emotions also can merge together into a blend; but in my 
research I have seen that happen less often than repeated rapid 


sequences. 


Reevaluations are not the only way in which we may for a rime 
bounce back and forth between different emotional responses. 
Tomkins pointed out that we often have affect-about-affect, emo- 
tional reactions to the emotion we initially feel. We may become 


angry that we were made afraid, or we may become afraid about 
having become so angry. We could feel afraid of what we might do 
because we are feeling so sad. This linking of a second emotion 
with a first emotion can happen with any pair of emotions. Silvan 
Tomkins also suggested that one way of understanding the unique- 
ness of personality was to identify whether a person typically had a 
particular affect about another affect. He also suggested that some- 
times we are not aware of our initial emotional reaction, we are 
aware only of our secondary emotion about the first emotion. We 
may not realize that we were afraid at first and be aware only of the 
anger that was aroused in response to the fear. Unfortunately, no 
one has done any research to determine the merit of these very 
interesting ideas. 


But what's important to remember is that emotions rarely occur 
singly, or in pure form. What we are reacting to in the environment 
often changes quickly; what we remember and imagine about the 
situation may change; our appraising changes; and we may have 
affect-about-affect. Typically, people experience a stream of emo- 
tional responses, not all the same ones. Sometimes each emotion 
may be separated by a few seconds, so that some of the initial emo- 
tional responses come to an end before new ones begin, and some- 
times emotions occur in overlapping time, blending. 


There is another very important matter to consider further. As I 
said, affect programs are open, not closed. New emotional behav- 
iors are continuously acquired throughout life, added to the preset 
emotional behaviors. This feature of our affect programs makes it 
possible for us to adapt to whatever circumstances within which 
we live. It is why our emotional responses are linked not just to our 
evolutionary past, but also to our own personal past and our pres- 
ent. Automobiles were not part of our evolutionary past, but these 
complex actions that were learned not as children but as young 
adults were incorporated into the fear response. The learned fear 
responses—twisting the steering wheel and braking—appear, invol- 
untarily and without thought, when the threat is from another car. 


Once learned and entered into the affect programs, these newly 
acquired emotional responses become involuntary, just as involun- 
tary as the unlearned responses. One of the amazing things about 


the affect programs is that both learned and innate behaviors can 
become so tightly joined together and can be brought into action so 
quickly and involuntarily. However, there is also a downside to hav- 
ing an open emotional response system. These acquired, or added- 
on, behaviors are hard to inhibit once entered into the affect 
programs. They happen even when they don't necessarily work, or 
when we might not want them to occur. 


Recall the example from the last chapter in which a passenger's 
foot shoots out to hit the nonexistent brake pedal when another car 
lunges toward the car in which the passenger is riding. The passen- 
ger can't stop her foot because it shoots out before she knows what 
she is doing, just like she can't stop the expression of fear that passes 
across her face. Are these acquired emotional responses permanent, 
as immutable as those that are preset and not learned? I don't think 
so. I believe we can unlearn, not just manage, our acquired emo- 
tional responses. This will be easier to accomplish with some of the 
acquired emotional responses than with others. 


Any responses that involve bodily movement are more easily 
unlearned than responses that involve the voice and the facial move- 
ment. As I explained earlier, we have great control over the muscles 
that control our body (the skeletal muscles). Driving teachers learn 
not to press their foot to the floor when they are sitting in the pas- 
senger seat. An involuntary action that had become automatic, part 
of the instructions added into the fear affect program, can, over 
time, be modified with practice and effort. Some of the factors that 
I described in the last chapter that determine how easy it will be to 
weaken a hot emotional trigger apply also to how readily we can 
unlearn a pattern of emotional behavior. Behavior patterns that 
were acquired early in life, that were learned during a highly intense 
and dense emotional episode or series of episodes, will be harder to 
modify or unlearn. 


As children we may become violent at times, and we almost 
always are taught not to be. In chapter 6, when discussing anger, I 
consider whether we need to learn to be violent, whether the 
impulse to hurt another is a built-in part of the anger response. 
Most adults do not ever want to be violent unless there is no other 
way to defend others or themselves from injury. (I realize that there 


are a few deviant people who wish to be violent, either because it is 
part of their criminal activity or what they find enjoyable. I will con- 
sider them in my discussion of violence in chapter 6.) Can any of us 
be pushed to the point where we totally lose control, act destruc- 
tively, and in that sense have no choice over what we say or do? Does 
everyone have a breaking point? Could any of us commit murder, 
and the fact that we haven't is simply because we haven't been suffi- 
ciently provoked? I believe the answer to these questions is no, but 
there isn't scientific evidence to prove that to be so. (Can you imag- 
ine the experiment in which you attempt to drive a person to vio- 
lence with ever-increasing provocations?) 


Most of us have acquired regulatory patterns that moderate our 
emotional behavior, setting some brake on what we say and do 
before it reaches the stage where we engage in extremely harmful 
behavior. We may do and say terrible things, but there is still a 
limit—we don't take our life or the life of another in an uncon- 
trolled impulsive emotional peak. Even when enraged or terrified or 
anguished, we stop before becoming irreversibly destructive. We 
may not be able to keep the emotion off our faces or out of our 
voices, we may not be able to prevent ourselves from saying some- 
thing cruel or kicking the chair (although that should be easier than 
inhibiting the facial or vocal signs of the emotion), but we can and 
do prevent that cruelty from growing into physical damage. I do rec- 
ognize that there are people who have poor impulse control, but I 
view that as an aberration rather than the norm. 


Granting then that most of us will not reach the ultimate form of 
destructive actions, permanently harming others or ourselves, it is 
still true that most of us will occasionally say or do things that are 
harmful. The harm may be psychological rather than physical, and it 
may not be permanent, but our behavior is still hurtful. The harm 
may not be motivated by anger; it may not involve harm to others but 
to us. For example, uncontrolled fear can paralyze us from dealing 
with danger; sadness may cause us to withdraw from the world. The 
issue now for us to consider is how and when we can prevent destruc- 
tive emotional episodes, whether the harm be to us or others or both. 


One of the functions of emotion is to focus our conscious awareness 
on the problem at hand, the one that has triggered our emotions. 
Typically, our emotions do not operate outside of our awareness, 
although that can happen. We have all had the experience of not 
realizing we have been acting emotionally until someone points it 
out. Although that does happen, more commonly we are consciously 
aware of how we are feeling. The emotions we are experiencing feel 
right, justified. We don't question what we are doing and saying. We 
are in the swing of it. 


If we are to put a brake on our emotional behavior, if we are to 
change how we are feeling, we must be able to develop a different 
type of emotional consciousness. We must be able to take a step 
back—tright while we are feeling the emotion—so we can question 
whether we want to go along with what our emotion is driving us to 
do, or exercise a choice about how we will act on our emotion. This 
is more than being conscious of how we are feeling, it is another, 
more advanced, difficult to describe, form of consciousness. It is 
close to what Buddhist thinkers call mindfulness. Philosopher B. 
Alan Wallace says this is "the sense of being aware of what our 
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mind is doing." If we are mindful of our emotions, he says, we 


can make the following choice: "Do we want to act upon the anger, 


or do we simply want to observe it."”° 


I am not using the term 
mindful because it is embedded in a larger, quite different philoso- 
phy from what I have described for understanding emotion, and it 
depends on quite specific practices, different from the steps I have 


and will suggest. 


In writing about memory, psychologists Georgia Nigro and Ulric 
Neisser described how "in some memories one seems to have the 
position of an onlooker or observer, looking at the situation from an 
external vantage point and seeing oneself ‘from the outside.'"*! 
They contrasted this type of memory to one in which you have the 
perspective of the person in the memory. In much of our emotional 
experience we are so much in the experience, so gripped by the emo- 
tion, that no part of our mind is observing, questioning, or consid- 
ering the actions in which we are engaging. We are conscious, aware, 
but in what psychologist Ellen Langer calls a mindless way.” 


Nigro and Neisser's distinction between two types of memory is 


very similar to what psychiatrist and Buddhist thinker Henry 
Wyner described as the difference between the stream of conscious- 
ness and what he called the watcher, "the awareness that watches 
and responds to the meanings that appear in the stream of con- 
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sciousness. 
behavior, to choose what we say or do, we have to be able to know 


when we have become or, better still, are becoming emotional. 


Conceivably, we would have even more choice if we were able to 
become aware of the automatic appraisal as it is happening, and 
modify or cancel it at will. Because the automatic appraisers are so 
fast, I doubt that anyone is able to do that. His Holiness, the Dalai 
Lama, in my meeting with him, did mention that some yogis are 
able to stretch time. For them those few milliseconds during which 
automatic appraisal occurs might be stretched long enough for them 
to make a conscious choice to modify or cancel the appraising pro- 
cess. But the Dalai Lama was doubtful that this type of appraisal 
awareness is possible for the vast majority of people, including him. 


A next step that may be possible, but is hard to achieve, is to 
become aware of what is happening in one's head immediately after 
the automatic appraisal but before emotional behavior has begun; 
aware of the impulses to action and words when those impulses first 
arise. If one could achieve such impulse awareness,“ one could 
decide whether to allow the impulse to be realized. Buddhists 
believe they do achieve impulse awareness, but it requires many 
years of meditative practice. Let's move on to consider what may be 
more readily, though still not easily, achievable. 


Philosopher Peter Goldie describes what he terms reflective con- 
sciousness as being aware that one feels afraid. If a person were to say, 
"Looking back on the experience, I was obviously afraid whilst it 
was going on, but I didn't feel any fear at the time," that, says 
Goldie, would be an example of not being reflectively aware.” This 
is a prerequisite for what I want to focus upon, but it is not suffi- 
cient, for it leaves out the consideration of whether or not we want 
to go along with or attempt to change or inhibit our emotion. 

Jonathan Schooler, in his account of what he calls meta- 
consciousness, describes the familiar experience we have all had of 
turning the pages of a book without reading a word as we were 


instead thinking of what restaurant to go to that night.”° It is not 
that we are not conscious; we are quite conscious of thinking about 
the restaurants, but we are not aware that we have stopped reading 
the book. If we were, we would have developed meta-consciousness. 
It is such consciousness of what we are experiencing at the moment 
that I want to consider, wedded to the choice of whether or not we 
want to go along with or change that experience. 


I have not been able to find a single term to describe this type of 
consciousness; the best I have been able to come up with is atten- 
tively considering our emotional feelings. (To avoid repeating the 
entire phrase I will sometimes abbreviate it by just using the term 
attentive or attentiveness, in italics.) When we are being attentive, as I 
mean it, we are able to observe ourselves during an emotional 
episode, ideally before more than a few seconds have passed. We rec- 
ognize that we are being emotional and can consider whether or not 
our response is justified. We can reevaluate, reappraise, and if that is 
not successful, then direct what we say and do. This occurs while we 
are experiencing the emotion, as soon as we have become conscious 
of our emotional feelings and actions. 


Most people are rarely so attentive to their emotional feelings, but 
such attentiveness is possible to achieve. I believe that we can 
develop the ability to be attentive so it will become a habit, a stan- 
dard part of our lives. When that happens, we will feel more in 
touch, and better able to regulate our emotional life. There are many 
ways to develop this type of attentiveness. 


One method people can use to become more attentive to their 
emotions is to use the knowledge about the causes of each emotion 
described in chapters 5 through 9. By becoming more familiar with 
what triggers our emotions, we can increase our consciousness of 
when and why our emotions occur. A crucial part of taking this route 
to increasing attentiveness is having the ability to identify our own hot 
emotional triggers and being able to take steps to weaken them. The 
goal is not to be devoid of emotion, but instead to have more choice 
once we become emotional about how we will enact that emotion. 

Learning about the sensations, the bodily feelings that distinguish 
each emotion, should also help to focus our attentiveness. Normally, 
we are consciously aware of these sensations, but we don't focus on 


them or use them as signals to alert us to be attentive to our emo- 
tional states. In chapters 5 through 9 I provide exercises to increase 
your consciousness of how these emotions fee/, so that you can be 
more aware of these physiological changes and use them as deliber- 
ate cues that make us attentive, giving us the opportunity to con- 
sider, reevaluate, or control our emotions. 


We may also be able to become more attentive to our emotional 
feelings by becoming more observant of the emotional feelings of 
others with whom we are engaged. If we know how they are feeling, 
if that registers in our conscious mind, we can use that as a cue to 
better discern our own feelings, and to signal us to become attentive 
to our own emotional feelings. 


Unfortunately, my research has found that most of us are not 
very good at recognizing how other people are feeling unless the 
expressions are pretty strong. No one needs much help in how to 
interpret a facial expression when an emotion is at its peak. The 
expressions are usually uncontrolled by then, showing the appear- 
ances I found to be universal. But expressions can be very subtle, 
just a change in the eyelids or the upper lip. And often we are so 
focused on what the person is saying that we miss these subtle signs 
completely. This is a pity, since we are better off if we can detect 
how another person is feeling early in our interaction with them. 
The appendix provides a test that allows you to assess how well you 
recognize the subtle signs of when an emotion is beginning. Chap- 
ters 5 through 9 provide photographs to help you become more sen- 
sitive to subtle facial expressions, and ideas about how to use that 
information in family life, in friendships, and in the workplace. 


Learning to attentively consider our own emotional feelings is not 
easy, but it is possible, and, over time, with repeated efforts, I believe 
it becomes easier.* Even when attentiveness has become an estab- 
lished habit, it won't always operate. If the emotion is very intense, 
if we are importing a script that we have not identified, if we are in 
a mood relevant to the emotion we are feeling, if we have had little 


*My very limited experience with meditation, and my personal knowledge of a number of friends and 
colleagues who have had a great deal of meditative practice, has convinced me that this is another 
means to achieving such attentiveness. In research I am just beginning, I will learn more about how this 
occurs and document the nature of the changes that result. 


sleep or are experiencing continual physical pain, we may fail to be 
attentive. We will make mistakes, but when we do, we can learn 
from them to reduce the likelihood that they will reoccur. 

There are a number of techniques we can use to moderate our 
emotional behavior once we are being attentive; 


e We can try to reappraise what is occurring; if we succeed, the 
emotional behaviors will shortly stop, another more appropriate 
emotion may occur, or, if our initial reaction was appropriate, it 
may be confirmed. The problem with reappraising is that our refrac- 
tory period causes us to resist and prevents us from having access to 
information—stored within us or from the outside—that can dis- 
confirm the emotion. It is much less difficult to reappraise once the 
refractory period is over. 

e Even if we cannot reappraise what is occurring, even if we still 
believe our feelings are justified, we can choose to interrupt our 
actions, to halt our speech within a few seconds, or at least not to 
give our feelings full reign. We can try to reduce the signals in our 
face and voice, resist any impulses to action, and censor what we say. 
Voluntarily controlling the involuntary behavior driven by our emo- 
tions is not easy, especially if the emotion felt is intense. But it is 
possible to stop speech and action, more so than to wipe out com- 
pletely any trace of the emotion in our face or voice. It is attentive- 
ness, knowing that one is emotional, that can keep people from 
losing control over what they say or do, from acting in ways they 
later regret. 


Let's consider how this operates by examining another example, 
one from my own life. My wife, Mary Ann, was away for four days 
attending a conference in Washington, D.C, We both follow the 
practice, when away, of calling the other each day. On our Friday 
night call I told her that on Saturday I would be having dinner with 
a colleague and then working with him late into the evening. By the 
time I expected to reach home, at about eleven o'clock at night, it 
would be two in the morning for her in Washington and she would 
already be asleep. Since we would not be able to talk Saturday night, 
she said she would call me in the morning on Sunday. 


Mary Ann knows that I get up early, even on a Sunday, and when 
she is not home I am always sitting at my computer by eight in the 
morning. By nine she had not called and I began to worry. It was 
noon her time; why hadn't she called? By ten I started to become 
angry. It was one in the afternoon her time, and surely she could 
have called. Why hadn't she? Was she embarrassed about something 
she had done the night before that she didn't want to reveal? I didn't 
like having such thoughts, and that added to my anger. If she had 
called I would not have started to become vulnerable to jealousy. 
Might she be sick; had she been in a car accident? I began to feel 
afraid. Should I call the Washington, D.C., police? Probably she had 
just forgotten, or was so engaged in the museums she was seeing— 
she had told me that was what she would do on Sunday—that she 
had forgotten our telephone appointment. Her thoughtlessness 
made me angry again, supplanting my fear, as I began to think 
about her enjoying herself while I was worrying about her. Why 
should I be vulnerable to jealousy? Why didn't she call! 


If I had been smarter, if I had already learned from the lessons 
I've discussed in this book, I could have begun preventive work on 
Saturday night or Sunday morning. Knowing that abandonment by 
a woman is a hot emotional trigger (my mother died when I was 
fourteen), I would have prepared myself not to feel abandoned if 
Mary Ann forgot to call. I would have reminded myself that Mary 
Ann hates to use the telephone, especially the pay telephone, and 
probably wouldn't call me until she got back to her hotel. I would 
also have retrieved knowledge that in twenty years of marriage Mary 
Ann has proven herself to be trustworthy, so I need not be jealous. 
By thinking of all of these things ahead of time, I might have been 
able to weaken my emotional triggers so I would not interpret her 
failure to call in the morning in ways that would make me feel aban- 
doned, angry, jealous, or afraid about her welfare, and angry that 
she might be needlessly making me have all these feelings. 


It was, of course, too late to have the benefit of that kind of think- 
ing, for not having done it ahead of time I couldn't do it Sunday 
morning. Each time I felt angry, or afraid, or jealous, I was in a refrac- 
tory period when everything I knew that would defuse the situation 
was no longer available. The emotions had begun; they were getting 


stronger each time I experienced them as time passed; and I could no 
longer access the relevant information about Mary Ann and about 
me. I could only access information that fit the emotions I was feeling. 

I was determined not to let my emotions prevent me from work- 
ing. Although I was not angry from eight in the morning until one 
o'clock in the afternoon when Mary Ann finally did call five hours 
later (four o'clock her time), I had many angry episodes each time I 
looked at my watch and noted that she still had not called. Given 
the span of time, however, I also had time to begin to become atten- 
tive to my emotional feelings. Though I felt quite justified in being 
angry at her thoughtlessness for not having called me in the morning 
when she said she would, I decided it would be wise not to express 
my anger over the telephone, and to wait until she returned home. I 
could hear the trace of anger in my voice as we talked, but I suc- 
ceeded in my effort not to complain or make any of the accusations 
I so sorely wanted to discharge. It was not a very satisfactory talk, 
and after a few minutes we agreed to hang up, noting that she would 
be returning late in the evening the next night. 


I reflected on what had happened. I felt relieved that I had not 
said anything accusatory, but I knew she knew from the sound of 
my voice that I was angry about something. She had exercised con- 
trol in not pressing me about it. The refractory period had come to 
an end, so I was able to reappraise the situation. I no longer felt 
angry, but instead I felt a little foolish for having become angry. Not 
wanting to leave things distant, when we were actually a few thou- 
sand miles apart and would not see each other for nearly two more 
days, I called Mary Ann back. Perhaps two minutes had passed since 
the first conversation. This time it was a pleasant, satisfying conver- 
sation. A few days later I asked her about this episode, about which 
she had forgotten. She confirmed that she had realized I was angry, 
but since I hadn't brought it up, she had decided not to bring it up. 


This is an example of an emotional episode in which a person 
regrets having become emotional. There are, of course, other 
instances in which we are very pleased about our emotional reac- 
tions. But let's focus on what we can learn from this episode that 
might have application to other situations in which one regrets one's 
emotional behavior. First is the importance of trying to anticipate 


what may occur, of knowing one's vulnerabilities. I failed in this 
instance and so could not short-circuit the whole matter; I could not 
reduce the likelihood that I would import the anger-about-being- 
abandoned script into this episode, and thereby extended the refrac- 
tory period. Happily, I have learned enough from this experience 
that it is not likely that I will respond with anger when Mary Ann 
again doesn't call me when she says she will. When attentive, I can 
choose not to become angry, but if I am already in an irritable mood 
or under a lot of other pressure in my life, I might fail. 


There are two parts to the analysis that we need to do to weaken 
an emotional trigger that we suspect may be about to go off. One 
part focuses on ourselves, what it is within ourselves that is causing 
us to respond emotionally in a way we later regret. In this example, 
it was my recognition that not being called on the telephone was 
tapping my never-resolved resentment toward my mother for having 
abandoned me when she died, which I was importing into this situ- 
ation. The second part is to try to broaden our understanding of the 
other person. In this example, that involved my reviewing what I 
knew about Mary Ann that would lead her not to call, such as her 
dislike of pay phones, which had nothing to do with abandonment. 


It may be too much to ask ourselves always to be able to antici- 
pate and defuse emotions, especially at the outset. But part of 
becoming more skilled in how we deal with our emotions is devel- 
oping the ability to analyze and understand what has happened once 
a given episode is over. The analysis should be done at a time when 
we no longer feel the need to justify what we did. Those analyses 
can help alert us to what we need to guard against, and they can help 
us cool down an emotional trigger. 


In the previous chapter I recommended keeping an emotion diary 
of episodes that one regrets. Studying that diary can help to identify 
not only why such episodes are occurring, but when they are likely 
to reoccur and what you can do to change yourself so it doesn't hap- 
pen in the future. It would be useful also to keep in that same diary 
a record of episodes in which one succeeds, in which one reacts well. 
Apart from providing encouragement, such diary entries allow us to 
reflect on why we were sometimes able to succeed, as well as when 
and why we failed. 


Frequently the issue will be what to do once an emotion has 
begun and we are in the refractory period, unable to reinterpret 
what is occurring. If we are being attentive, we can try not to feed 
the emotion while inhibiting actions that are likely to cause the 
other person to respond in such a way as to make our own feelings 
become stronger. If I had made accusations, Mary Ann might well 
have responded defensively with anger, which would have made me 
become angry again, perhaps angrier. I have come to view control- 
ling emotional behavior, whether it is fear or anger, as a challenge, a 
challenge I almost enjoy, although I don't always succeed. When I 
do succeed I have a sense of mastery that is very satisfying. Again, I 
believe practice and thinking about what needs to be done, as well as 
being self-aware during the emotional episode, can help. 


Controlling emotional behavior will not always work. When the 
emotion aroused is very strong, when we are in a mood that predis- 
poses us toward the emotion, when the event resonates very closely 
with one of the evolved emotional themes or with an early learned 
emotion trigger, my suggestions will be more difficult to use. And, 
depending on the emotion, some people's affective style—those 
who characteristically become emotional very quickly and very 
intensely—will make it harder to control some emotions. 


The fact that we will not always succeed does not mean that we 
cannot improve. The key is to understand ourselves better. By ana- 
lyzing our emotional episodes afterward, we can begin to develop 
the habit of attentiveness. By learning to focus more on what it is we 
are feeling, by learning some of the internal clues that signal to us 
what emotions we are feeling, we are more likely to be able to mon- 
itor our feelings. Increasing our ability to spot the signs of how oth- 
ers are responding to us emotionally can alert us to be attentive to 
what it is we are doing and feeling—and help us respond to others’ 
emotions in an appropriate way. And, learning about the common 
triggers for each emotion, those we share with others and those that 
are especially important or unique for us, can help us prepare for 
-emotional encounters. The next chapters provide information on all 
these matters. 


Sadness 
and Agony 


Itis a parent's worse nightmare. Your son 
suddenly disappears, with no apparent explanation. Months later 
you hear that the police have uncovered a homosexual mass murder 
ring that abducted, tortured, and killed young boys. Then you learn 
that your son's body has been uncovered and identified at the mass 
burial site. 

The police were led there by seventeen-year-old Elmer Wayne 
Henley. The police had arrested Henley for shooting his friend 
Dean Corll, thirty-three, after an all-night paint-sniffing party. 
Henley claimed to be part of a mass murder ring procuring young 
boys for Dean Corll. When Corll said Henley was to be his next vic- 
tim, Henley shot him. In custody for Corll's death, Henley told the 
police about the murder of the boys as "a service to them [the par- 
ents] of sorts." He felt the parents should know what had happened 
to their sons. In all, the bodies of twenty-seven young boys were 


recovered. 


Bettye Shirley is the mother of one of the dead boys. Her grief is 
stunning, her suffering so intense that looking at her expression can 
be overwhelming. One can almost hear the sobs that are bursting 
forth from her deeply unhappy face. The messages conveyed by the 
face and voice repeat each other when no attempt is made to regu- 
late expression. 

The death of one's child is a universal cause for sadness and 


agony.* There may not be any other event that can call forth such 
intense, recurrent, and enduring unhappiness. In 1967, when I was 
conducting my research in Papua New Guinea, I asked the Fore to 
show me what their faces would look like if they learned their child 
had died. The videotapes of their performances show the same facial 
expressions as Bettye Shirley, although less intense, as they were 
imagining rather than experiencing the loss. 


Many types of loss can trigger sadness: rejection by a friend or 
lover; a loss of self-esteem from failure to achieve a goal at work; the 
loss of admiration or praise from a superior; the loss of health; the 
loss of some body part or function through accident or illness; and, 
for some, the loss of a treasured object. There are many words to 
describe sad feelings: distraught, disappointed, dejected, blue, 


*An exception would be if the child has been suffering from an incurable illness, or, in some societies, 
if the child is a very young infant for whom the family cannot care. 


depressed, discouraged, despairing, grieved, helpless, miserable, and 
sorrowful. 

None of these words seems strong enough for the emotion shown 
by Bettye Shirley. Wally Friesen and I suggested that this emotion 
has two distinctive sides—sadness and agony.' In the moments of 
agony there is protest; in sadness there is more resignation and hope- 
lessness. Agony attempts to deal actively with the source of the loss. 
Sadness is more passive. Often agony appears to have no purpose 
when there is nothing that can be done to recover what has been 
lost. We cannot tell from the facial expression in this photograph 
whether Bettye is feeling sadness or agony. It would be more appar- 
ent if we could see her expressions for a few seconds, hear what she 
said, and see her body movements. Indeed, it would be painful to 
hear Bettye's cries of despair or pain. We can look away from a face, 
but we cannot escape the sound of an emotion. We teach our chil- 
dren to inhibit the unpleasant sounds associated with some emo- 
tions, especially the terrible cries of despair and agony. 


Sadness is one of the longer-lasting emotions. After a period of 
protesting agony, there is usually a period of resigned sadness, in 
which the person feels totally helpless; and then, again, the protest- 
ing agony returns in an attempt to recover the loss, followed by sad- 
ness, then agony, again and again. When emotions are mild or even 
moderate, they may be as brief as a few seconds, or they can last a 
few minutes before another emotion (or no specific emotion) is felt. 
Bettye Shirley's intense emotion would come in waves, again and 
again, rather than being sustained continuously at this high pitch. In 
such an intense loss there may always be a background sad or dys- 
phoric mood until, over time, that mood begins to fade as the 
mourning process ends. 


Even in such intense grief, there are moments when other emo- 
tions may be felt. A grieving person may have moments of anger at 
life; at God; at the person or thing that caused the loss; at the person 
who died for dying, especially if the deceased put himself or herself 
at risk in some way. Anger may be directed inward for not having 
done something, for not having expressed some important senti- 
ment, for not having prevented the death. Even if rationally there 
was nothing that could have been done that would have prevented 


the loved one's death, people who are mourning may feel guilty and 
angry with themselves for not having had the power to prevent it. 
Bettye Shirley almost certainly would have felt anger toward the 
two men who killed her son, but the photograph catches her at a 
different moment, at the moment when she feels sadness and agony. 
We feel angry toward the person responsible for a loss, while we feel 
sadness and agony about the loss itself. Anger is all that may be felt 
if the loss is not permanent, as in death, but is due to rejection. Even 
then there may be sadness when the loss itself is felt. There are no 
hard-and-fast rules, for it is not unusual for the mourner who feels 
abandoned to have moments of anger toward the person who died. 


There may be moments when the grieving person is afraid of how 
she will be able to live without the deceased, afraid also that she will 
never be able to recover. Such fear may alternate with feeling unable 
to resume life after such a loss. If the loss has not yet occurred, fear 
may be the predominant emotion rather than sadness or agony. 

Even positive emotions may be felt briefly during an otherwise 
intensely sad experience. There may be moments of amusement 
when recalling some shared funny moment with the deceased. 
Often friends and relatives at a memorial service or when visiting the 
home of the mourning person will bring up such positive memories 
and there may even be some laughter. There may also be pleasure for 
a moment in greeting a close family member who has come to share 
the grief and provide comfort. 


When I was working in the New Guinea highlands, I learned 
about another feature of grief. One day I left the village in which I 
was living and hiked into the regional center in Okapa, where there 
was an Australian hospital, so I could take a shower and recharge the 
batteries for my movie camera. A woman from a village some miles 
away had come to the hospital with a very sick baby, who unfortu- 
nately had died. The Australian doctor was about to take the 
woman, with her dead child, back to her village, and he invited me 
to come along. The woman sat in the Land Rover quietly, unexpres- 
-sive, holding her baby in her arms during the long trip. When we 
arrived and she saw her relatives and friends, she began to weep, 
showing intense agony. The doctor thought she was insincere, turn- 
ing on a ritual display of emotion to impress her fellow villagers. He 


thought that if she had truly felt despair she would have shown it 
while traveling with us. 

The doctor failed to recognize that we may not truly experience 
agony unless we are in the presence of others who can and do share 
our loss. We know what has happened, but its meaning to us becomes 
enriched when we tell others about it or see their reactions to our loss.* 
This was a very extreme example of that phenomenon, for this woman 
was living in a Stone Age culture, with no matches, no running water, 
no mirrors, and no clothes other than grass skirts. Her baby had died 
in a context that had no meaning for her. The Western hospital with 
all its facilities made the experience unreal, as though she had been on 
Mars and then returned to Earth. Another possibility was that she was 
holding in her grief in the presence of these two strange men—the 
doctor and me. She may also have been in shock, and it took time for 
her to get past that state for the grief to be displayed. If more time had 
passed, no matter where she was, her grief might have emerged. 


There was a period when mental health professionals believed 
that mourners who did not show intense grief were engaging in 
denial and would, consequently, be vulnerable to serious psychiatric 
problems later. More recent research suggests that is not always the 
case, especially when the person who dies has had a slow decline, 
and there has been ample time to adjust to the oncoming death. In 
such cases the mourner experiences little agony, and just occasional 
sadness, when the death finally happens. If the attachment has been 
a difficult one, with many stormy periods or considerable dissatis- 
faction, then death may bring a release, with feelings of relief rather 
than despair. 


When the death of a loved one is sudden or unexpected, with lit- 
tle time to prepare, it is not infrequent for mourners to believe the 
dead person is still alive. Dr. Ted Rynearson, who has studied how 
people react to the sudden death of a loved one, found that many 
such mourners converse with the deceased, believing in a sense that 
the dead person can hear and is responding to them.” When the 
death occurs by accident, homicide, or suicide, it may take years for 


*Psychologist Nico Frijda made a very similar point when he said, "Grief often does not emerge when 
one is notified of death or departure; such notification consists only of words. Grief strikes when one 
comes home to the empty house." 


these conversations to end and for the mourner to accept completely 
that the loved one is dead. 

An intense expression of grief like Bettye Shirley's may even 
appear when someone who was anticipating a devastating loss gets 
the good news that the loved one is all right. In that first moment of 
relief, all the agony that was being held in bursts forth. The grief 
anticipated, but contained, is now expressed. At that moment the 
person feels both grief and relief. Postponed emotions, suppressed 
for one reason or another, emerge when it is safe to feel them, even 
if the emotion is no longer relevant to the immediate situation. 


There is another possible, but unresearched, explanation for why 
we sometimes see the signs of agony, complete with tears, when a 
person hears wonderful news. It is conceivable that the most intense 
joy overwhelms the emotion system, and that extraordinarily strong 
emotion of any kind produces moments of agony. 

Anger can be a defense against agony, a substitute, and sometimes 
even the cure. When the rejected lover can become angry at being 
jilted, the despair subsides. In a moment of intense loneliness, the 
sadness will return and may again be driven away by anger. In some 
people anger is maintained in reserve, ready to appear at the least 
sign of loss, to prevent the experience of agony. 


Some psychotherapists have held that prolonged sadness and 
agony in response to loss is the result of anger turned inward. If the 
suffering person could direct the anger outward, at the deceased, for 
leaving, at the rejecting lover, spouse, teacher, or boss, then the sad- 
ness and agony would be "cured." While this can occur, I doubt it is 
the usual reaction. It is not uncommon to have feelings of anger 
toward the person who is lost, but anger is by no means the only 
feeling, nor is its expression a necessary or certain cure for the sad- 
ness and agony that is felt. 


These days it is common for people to take medications to allevi- 
ate intense sadness or agony, to attenuate the depth of mourning. I 
have no reservations about the use of medications for dealing with 
depression, an emotional disorder described later in this chapter. I 
am much less certain that it benefits a person not to feel sadness or 
agony about the normal losses we all experience in life if the person 
is not clinically depressed. Sadness and agony may help heal the loss, 


and without those feelings the suffering from the loss could endure 
longer. 

If sufficiently medicated, a person won't seem to be suffering, 
and that can be a drawback. The sadness and agony in facial and 
vocal expressions call for help from others. That social support, the 
caring of friends and family members, is healing. A person who is 
medicated so as not to display sadness and agony might receive less 
of that healing attention. I don't mean to suggest that the expres- 
sions of sadness and agony are in any sense deliberately made to 
cause others to help. These expressions are involuntary, not deliber- 
ate, but one of their evolutionary functions is to cause others who 
see the expressions to feel concern and want to offer comfort. 


Another function of the sadness and agony expressions is to 
enrich one's experience of what the loss has meant. We are keenly 
aware of what it feels like to cry, of the suffering we feel in our face 
after many expressions of agony and sadness. It is not that we would 
not know what the loss meant if there was no expression; we would 
know, but we wouldn't feel it fully if medications soothed our 
despair. Still another function of sadness is to allow the person to 
rebuild his resources and conserve his energy. Of course, that won't 
happen when the sadness is alternating with agony, which dissipates 
resources. 


I want to caution the reader. There is no firm evidence, one way 
or the other, on medicating people to deal with the normal reactions 
of sadness and loss in mourning, or when suffering another type of 
loss. We don't know yet what to advise, and I can only raise these 
issues for the reader to consider. Again, I emphasize that I have been 
discussing nonpathological reactions to loss, not clinical depression. 
Later in this chapter I will explain how clinical depression differs 
from sadness and agony. 


It was the summer of 1995 in a Bosnian refuge camp in Tuzla. 
The Europeans and Americans had declared certain areas safe from 
Serbian attack, to be protected by NATO troops. But the Serbs dis- 
regarded the declaration, and the safe area of Srebrenica fell. The 
Serbs brutally murdered many of the men. The refugees traveling to 
Tuzla saw civilian corpses along the road; they passed blackened 
houses still smoldering after the Serbs had set them on fire, in some 


instances while people hid inside them. They also saw hanging from 
trees the bodies of men who had tried to escape. The people shown 
here are Bosnian Muslims, in Tuzla, another supposedly safe area. 
They have just read a list of those who survived, learning that 
many—most of their fathers, brothers, or husbands—had not. 

It is hard not to want to comfort a child who shows such agony. 
That impulse to reach out and help is fundamental to any sense of 
community. It is motivated, in part at least, by the suffering we feel 
when we see another person suffer, especially when we see a child 
who is helpless and miserable. This is one of the functions or pur- 
poses of this expression: to call out for help, to impose one's suffer- 
ing on others so they will help. And it does feel good to comfort 
another person; comforting another, reducing his misery, gives the 
caregiver a positive feeling. 


Those same feelings of wanting to help and comfort may have 
been aroused when you saw Bettye Shirley's expression, but proba- 
bly not as strongly. Most of us are less inhibited about comforting a 
strange child than an adult, even when suffering is intensely mani- 
fest. The sociologist Erving Goffman observed that there are few 
barriers to touching children we do not know: comforting them if 
they are in distress, touching them in a playful fashion when passing 
them. (He wrote in the 1960s before there was heightened concern 
about pederasty.) 


I myself am perhaps too vulnerable to feeling the suffering of 
others. A television news account of suffering, even if it is about an 
event that was satisfactorily remedied, instantly brings tears to my 
eyes and feelings of suffering. Even rather crass television commer- 
cials that show someone in a state of loss start my tears flowing! I 
was not always that way. I believe it is the result of an extraordinar- 
ily painful experience following back surgery thirty years ago. 
Because of a medical mistake, I was not given any pain medication, 
and the suffering I experienced was so severe and unrelenting for 
five days that I would have taken my life if I had had the means. 
This terrible, traumatic suffering unhinged my own sadness/suffer- 
ing emotion system. I am like a shell-shocked soldier who over- 
responds to the least sound of something resembling gunfire. Very 
intense, dense (repeated again and again) emotional experiences can 
reset the thresholds for experiencing any emotion. 


It is worth noting that not everyone wants to be helped when he 
is experiencing sadness or agony. Some people wish to withdraw, to 
be alone, not to be seen in such a state. Such people may be ashamed 
of being weak and helpless, ashamed of having been so dependent 
upon a person, so attached, that sadness and agony are experienced 
when that person is lost. Some people take pride in never showing 
an unpleasant emotion, instead showing a "stiff upper lip." But the 
fact that someone does not want to show his feelings does not mean 
that he will succeed completely; it also does not mean that he isn't 
feeling the emotions just because he's suppressing (insofar as he can) 
his expression. As I explained in chapter 4, emotional expressions 
are involuntary; they begin to appear even when we don't want them 
to. We can suppress them but not always completely. If we could 


completely eliminate emotional expressions—so there was no trace 
in face, voice, or body—then we would have to regard these expres- 
sions as being as unreliable as the words we speak. 

(I purposely used the masculine pronoun in the previous para- 
graph because this is more common among males, although it is by 
no means unknown in females and certainly not evident in all males. 
Cultural traditions and upbringing within a culture, and perhaps 
also temperament, play a role in shaping one's attitude about feeling 
or displaying sadness and agony.) 

Each expression conveys a set of related messages. The messages 
for sadness and agony revolve around "I am suffering; comfort and 
help me." Our reaction to seeing these expressions is not typically a 
detached, intellectual matter, even when they are manifest in such 
an abstract fashion as a still photograph on the page of a book. We 
are constructed to respond with emotion to emotion; we usually feel 
the message. That does not always mean we feel the emotion that is 
being signaled to us. 


Not everyone feels the suffering of others; not everyone is drawn 
to help and comfort a miserable person. Some people become angry 
in response to another person's misery. They may feel that an unwel- 
come, improper demand is being made upon them for help: "Why 
can't he take care of himself. Why is he being such a crybaby?" Sil- 
van Tomkins believed that a fundamental difference among people 
was how they respond to the suffering of others. Do we feel that 
suffering ourselves and want to help them, or do we blame the per- 
son who is suffering for being in such a predicament and making a 
demand on us? 


Sometimes a person or group of people—the Bosnian Muslims, 
the Jews, the American Indians, the African slaves, the Gypsies— 
may be regarded as not being really human, not like the rest of us. 
They may be called animals, to show how little they matter. 
Although the suffering of animals moves many people, it does not 
move everyone, and not everyone is moved by the suffering of those 
they regard as less than human. Their suffering may seem deserved, 
or at least not discomforting to witness. There are also people who 
enjoy the suffering of others. They torment, physically or psycho- 
logically, because it feels good to exert their power and to witness the 


pain and suffering it produces. An expression such as the one this 
young boy is showing may only whet their appetite to induce more 
suffering in their victims. (Such people are discussed at the end of 
chapter 6.) 

Tears are apparent streaking the Tuzla boy's agonized face. Tears 
are acceptable in children and adult women in Western cultures, but 
until very recently tears of sadness or agony were considered a sign 
of weakness in adult men. Presidential candidate Edmund Muskie's 
tears when he described his reactions to a newspaper's attack on his 
wife were said to have cost him the 1972 primary elections. Today, 
matters seem to have changed. Bob Dole and Bill Clinton both 
showed tears in the 1996 election campaign and were not criticized 
for doing so. The mass media and many teachers emphasize the 
acceptability of emotions in general and sadness and anguish, in 
particular, in men. I doubt that this has permeated all segments of 
American society, but we have no benchmarks to compare what was 
usual thirty years ago with now. 


Tears are not unique to sadness or grief. They can also occur dur- 
ing intense joy, and in bouts of laughter, although a recent review of 
the literature found more reports, in adults, of crying when people 
feel helpless.’ People report feeling better after crying, and although 
there are differences in what triggers a cry, which may be due to the 
management of expression, crying appears to be a universal emo- 
tional expression. There is a claim that crying is unique to humans; 
however, there are scattered reports of crying in anguishing situa- 
tions in other primates. 


As discussed earlier, not only do emotions have a role in moods, 
but most emotions are also central to a specific personality trait and 
a specific emotional disorder. Considering the duration of each phe- 
nomenon is the easiest way to distinguish among emotions (which 
can be as short as a few seconds or as long as many minutes; moods 
(which can last hours, or sometimes a day or two); and personality 
traits (which can color a major section of a person's life, such as ado- 
lescence, young adulthood, and sometimes a person's life).* While 


*What causes them and how they affect our lives are other ways in which emotions, moods, emotional 
traits, and emotional disorders differ, but those matters need not concern us now. 


emotional disorders can be either episodic, lasting only weeks or 
months, or pervasive, enduring for years or decades, it is not how 
long they last but how they impair our ability to live our lives that 
distinguishes them from emotional personality traits. In a disorder, 
emotions are out of control, and they may interfere with our capac- 
ity to live with others, to work, to eat, and to sleep. 


When we have a blue mood, we feel sadness for many hours; a 
melancholic personality is prone to feeling sad or having blue 
moods; and depression is the mental disorder in which sadness and 
agony are central. Of course, people commonly use these words 
interchangeably, saying, for example, that one felt depressed that a 
grade on an exam was not very high. But mental disorders have dis- 
tinctive markers that place them beyond the range of normal emo- 
tional responses. 


For one thing, they last a lot longer. That "depression" about the 
grade will dissipate quickly if some other emotional event comes 
along. True depression lasts for days, months, even sometimes for 
years. In an emotional disorder, particular emotions dominate life, 
monopolizing matters, so that few other emotions can be felt. The 
emotions are felt very intensely, again and again. Emotions are out 
of control; the person cannot regulate them or escape them. They 
interfere with the person's ability to carry out the fundamental life 
tasks of eating, sleeping, cohabiting, and working. It is severe; one 
could say, metaphorically, that the emotions are flooded. 


If sadness dominates the depression, we speak of a retarded 
depression; if agony is more prominent, it is an agitated depression. 
People who are depressed not only feel helpless to change their lives, 
they feel hopeless. They do not believe it will ever get better. In 
addition to sadness and agony, guilt and shame are strongly felt, for 
depressed people believe they are worthless, which is why they think 
they feel the way they do. Depression may be a reaction to some life 
event, an excessive reaction, or it may appear seemingly without rea- 
son or cause, when no event can be identified to have set it off. 


Sadness and agony are not the only emotions felt; anger, directed 
inward or out, and fear are often manifest. If there are swings 
between depression and extreme elation and excitement, then it is 


called a bipolar depression or, in the old terminology, manic- 
depression. There seems little doubt that there is an important ge- 
netic contribution that makes one vulnerable to depression, and that 
medications are helpful in most cases. Psychotherapy with or with- 
out medications can be helpful, although there is still argument in 
the literature about whether psychotherapy alone can be as helpful 
as medications alone when the depression is severe. 

We found no unique facial expressions in our study of people 
suffering from depression, nothing that one would not see in nor- 
mal people experiencing sadness and agony. Any thirty-second 
observational period could show only that the person was miserable, 
not that he or she was in a clinical depression. It was the repetitive- 
ness and strength of the emotions, shown again and again over an 
hour, that made it obvious the face expressed depression, not simply 
sadness and agony over an important loss. 

The amount of sadness was related to the patient's diagnosis. 
There was less sadness shown by those suffering from what is called 
minor (less severe) depression and more sadness by those diagnosed 
with major depression. In addition to some sad expressions, manic 
patients showed much more smiling, but not the smiles of enjoy- 
ment. (The distinction between smiles of enjoyment and other 
kinds of smiling is explained in chapter 9.) 

In a study of patients at my own hospital, we found that differ- 
ences in the type of emotions shown at the time the patients were 
admitted to the hospital predicted how well they responded to sub- 
sequent treatment; that is, how much improvement would be shown 
three months later.’ 


Recognizing Sadness in Ourselves 


Now I want to shift attention to how we experience sadness internally. 
You may have begun to feel some sadness or agony when you looked at 
Bettye Shirley's or the Tuzla boy's face. If that happened, look again, 
and, if you start to feel the emotion, let the feeling grow so you can 
consider how your body responds. If you did not feel any sadness when 
you looked at the pictures, try looking again and permit those feelings 
to occur. If they do begin, let them grow as strongly as possible. 


When you look at the pictures, you may have remembered a time 
when you yourself felt very sad over a loss, and that memory trig- 
gered feelings of sadness. For some people a sad event has been so 
important in their life that they are primed to reexperience easily 
and to remember that event, to be flooded by those sad feelings. 
Their sadness story is waiting for an opportunity to be reenacted 
again. Such people are highly susceptible to sadness; they need to 
feel it again because the sadness they felt is not completely over. 
Some experiences are so devastating—such as the death of a loved 
child—that the sadness may never completely fade away. A person 
who has endured such trauma may be very easily moved to tears, 
vulnerable to any hint of suffering in others. 

If you still have not had any feeling of sadness, if the photograph 
did not provoke any empathic feelings, and if no memory sponta- 
neously emerged, try this path: Was there ever a time in your life 
when someone died to whom you were very attached and for whom 
you felt sadness? If so, visualize that scene, and let the feelings begin 
to re-institute themselves. When this begins to happen, let the feel- 
ings grow, paying attention to how your face and body feel. 

If you still have not felt any sadness then try the following exercise. 


imitate the facial movements of sadness, such as those Bettye 
Shirley is showing. (You may need to use a mirror to check on 
whether you are making the correct movements.) 


e Drop your mouth open. 

e Pull the corners of your lips down. 

e While you hold those lip corners down, try now to raise your 
cheeks, as if you are squinting. This pulls against the lip corners. 

e Maintain this tension between the raised cheeks and the lip cor- 
ners pulling down. 

e Let your eyes look downward and your upper eyelids droop. 


If you still have not begun to feel any sadness, then try imitating the 
eyebrows that Bettye Shirley is showing. This is a much harder 
movement for most people to make voluntarily. 


e Pull the inner corners of your eyebrows up in the middle only, not 
the entire brow. 

* It may help if you also pull your brows together and up in the mid- 
dle. 

e Let your eyes look downward and your upper eyelids droop. 


Our research shows that if you make these movements on your 
face, you will trigger changes in your physiology, both in your body 
and in your brain. If this happens to you, let the feelings grow as 
strongly as you can. 

If you have been able to feel sadness or agony by looking at Bet- 
tye's picture, by the memory exercise, or by following the instruc- 
tions to make the facial movements, try doing it again. Concentrate 
on what those feelings feel like. Pay attention to what happens as 
those feelings first begin, how they register, what changes in your 
body and in your consciousness. Let the feelings grow and become as 
strong as you can allow. While that happens notice what you feel in 
your head, neck, or face, in your throat, in your back and shoulders, 
in your arms, in your stomach, and in your legs. These are the sen- 
sations you feel with sadness; they are very unpleasant feelings. They 
may verge on being painful if they are very strong and last for long. 


Your eyelids may become heavier. Your cheeks may start to rise. 
The back of your throat may begin to feel sore. Your eyes might 
have moistened with the beginning of tears. These are normal reac- 
tions during sadness, and they are also normal when looking at the 
face of someone who is feeling intense sadness. Empathic reactions 
are common, and they are a means by which we establish bonds with 
others, even with total strangers. These feelings make you care about 
Bettye's or the boy's suffering, and they make you want to help 
them. Bettye Shirley is experiencing every parent's worst tragedy; 
the boy is experiencing every child's worst fear. 


When looking at Bettye's picture, or following the memory or 
facial muscle movement exercises, most people will experience sad- 
ness, not agony. If the feeling grows extremely strong or is held for 
long, it may convert into agony. By becoming more familiar with 


these feelings, by reflecting on what they feel like, you have a better 
chance of recognizing those feelings when they first begin, of realiz- 
ing when you are beginning to experience a loss. 

I have described the most common sensations experienced during 
sadness, the theme, if you like, but each individual has his or her 
own variations on how sadness, or any other emotion, feels. Most of 
us presume that everyone else feels an emotion the way we do, or 
that our way is the only correct way. People differ in how readily 
sadness can be called forth, how rapidly sadness switches to agony 
and back to sadness, and how long sad feelings usually endure. 
Knowing your own way and how it differs from those you care about 
may help you better understand the miscommunications and mis- 
understandings that might occur in your life involving this emotion. 

Some people can enjoy the experience of sadness, although not 
sadness that is as intense as Bettye's. Such people read novels known 
as tearjerkers; they go to movies they hear will bring on sadness; they 
watch such television programs. And there are some people who 
have an extreme aversion to sadness and agony, who go out of their 
way to avoid situations in which they might feel these emotions. 
They may avoid attachment or commitment, since caring about oth- 
ers leaves them vulnerable to loss and sadness. 


Now let's shift our focus to how the emotion of sadness is registered 
in the faces we have seen. We begin by analyzing what this emotion 
looks like when it is extreme, and then turn to the more subtle signs 
of sadness and agony. Look again at Bettye's expression. Her intense 
sadness or agony is displayed across her entire face. One very strong 
and reliable sign is the angling upward of the inner corners of her 
eyebrows. It is reliable because few people can make this movement 
voluntarily, so it could rarely be deliberately fabricated. (That is not 
so for some of the other facial movements described later.) Even 
when people are attempting not to show how they are feeling, these 
obliquely positioned eyebrows will often leak their sadness. Look at 
the space between her eyebrows. In most people a vertical wrinkle 
between the brows will appear, as it does here, when the eyebrows 


are drawn up and together. In some people that wrinkle is perma- 
nently etched in the face, and if that is so it will deepen and darken 
when the inner corners of the eyebrows are pulled up and together. 

To see how powerful the eyebrows are, cover the rest of her face 
below the eyebrows with your hand. She still looks anguished, even 
when you can see only her eyebrows. Her eyebrow movement has 
triangulated her upper eyelids. Sometimes this may be the only sign 
of sadness. 


Her intense sadness is also clearly registered in her lower face. Her 
lips are stretched horizontally, her lower lip is pushed up, and, I 
expect, her lower lip was trembling. Her wide-open mouth adds to 
the intensity of this display. Another crucial registration of her 
agony is in the raised cheeks, which are another part of the full dis- 
play of this intense feeling. The lip corners probably are being 
pulled down, but this action is too weak to see when the lips are so 
strongly stretched horizontally and the cheeks are pulled strongly 
upward. Look at the skin between the tip of her chin and her lower 
lip, what the anatomists call the chin boss. It is wrinkled and pushed 
upward by the action of the chin muscle, the muscle that, when it 
acts alone, produces a pout. Here the lower lip is not pushed up in a 
pout because it is being stretched so intensely. 


Now take a look at the expression on the younger woman stand- 
ing behind Bettye Shirley. We see only part of her face, but enough 
to notice that the inner corner of one eyebrow has been pulled 
upward and toward the center, and that the cheek has been raised. 
These two signs repeat what we see in Bettye Shirley's face. The lips 
in the younger woman's face are not open but might be pressed 
slightly together, perhaps in an attempt to keep from weeping aloud. 


Now look again at the boy from Tuzla. His eyebrows are not 
angled upward. This is because when crying, the brows may some- 
times be pulled down and together, especially during the peak of a 
crying bout. His raised cheeks and wrinkled chin were also apparent 
in Bettye's face. The pulling up of the cheeks sometimes causes the 
Up corners to be slightly raised, as if there is a grin. 

Use your hand to cover the boy's upper face so you can just see 
from the bottom of his lower eyelids down. It is still obvious that 
the smile is not one of enjoyment, and that the lower part of the 


face is showing sadness. Some scientists have been confused by 
such smilelike appearances, asserting that smiles have nothing to 
do with enjoyment because they appear—as they do here—when 
someone clearly is in anguish. The key is realizing that the lip cor- 
ners are being pulled upward by the strong action of the cheek 
muscle, not by the muscle that underlies smiling. Note that the 
boy's chin boss is very much like Bettye's. There is a remote possi- 
bility that this boy might be trying to mask his agony with a smile 
to show that he can cope with the grief (perhaps so he will not be a 
burden to his family). 

In the Tuzla picture there are two other women showing despair 
or grief: The woman on the right shows the archetypal oblique eye- 
brows, the stretched mouth, slightly lowered lip corners, and raised 
cheeks. The woman behind the boy mirrors his expression. 


The young boy pictured on page 99 was walking along a trail in 
the New Guinea highlands when he came across a stranger, me. To 
the best of my knowledge, he had not seen any other Caucasian; at 
most another scientist, or, even more unlikely, a missionary might 
have passed by. He and most of the other people in his culture were 
visually isolated, which is precisely why I was there studying them. 
He had never seen a photograph, a magazine, a film, or a video, and 
so he could not have learned his expressions from such sources. 


I was an object of great interest to these people, for nearly every- 
thing I did was novel. Even doing such a simple thing as lighting my 
pipe with a match was a source of wonder, since they had no matches. 
I was surrounded each night when I would type my experiences into 
my diary. They thought my portable typewriter was a music machine, 
emitting but one tone every few seconds. I did not have to worry that 
he might be camera-shy, for he did not know what a camera was. 


I have no idea what this boy was thinking or why he showed this 
sad expression, for I did not speak his language and the translator 
who was helping me was not there at this moment. In some people, 
the muscle that is contracted to raise the inner corners of the eye- 
brows does not cause the brows to move, but instead produces this 
characteristic wrinkle pattern. In his book The Expression of the 
Emotions in Man and Animals, Charles Darwin wrote of this pat- 
tern: It "may be called, for the sake of brevity, the grief muscle... . 
[It] produces a mark on the forehead which has been compared to a 
horseshoe." 


This same muscular action, albeit weaker, is responsible for the 
appearance of Bettye Shirley's forehead, but in the New Guinea boy 
only the skin and not the eyebrows moved upward in the center of 
the forehead. For some people this is always the way this involuntary 
expression shows on their faces, presumably because of an anatomi- 
cal peculiarity. While some people may think the boy is perplexed 
rather than sad since his eyebrows are drawn together, the horseshoe 
pattern would not occur unless he was sad. For contrast, look at the 
fellow behind the boy, whose eyebrows are just drawn together, 
showing perplexity or concentration. 


There is no hint of sadness in either the boy's mouth or cheeks. 


This is an example of a partial expression. The signal is in just one 
part of the face, unlike the full expressions shown in the two earlier 
pictures. This could happen if he were trying to control the display 
of his emotion, for, as I mentioned earlier, the eyebrows are more 
difficult to manage than the lower face. Or perhaps the feeling is too 
weak to be shown yet across his entire face. 

Now let us examine some of the components of the sadness 
expression and its more subtle signs. I am using photographs of my 
daughter Eve that I took four years ago. I didn't tell her to pose an 
emotion; instead I showed her on my face the specific muscle move- 
ment I wanted her to make. I took thousands of photographs in 
order to obtain the ones I needed to explain how subtle changes 
occur in expression. I have used only one person as the model 
(except for a few pictures of me that appear in other chapters), so 
you won't be distracted by the specific features of the person you 


B c 
(NEUTRAL) 


see, and so you will be able to focus on how the expressions change. 

I'll begin with the eyes—both the eyelids and the eyebrows. Pic- 
ture B shows a neutral nonemotional pose so you can compare what 
her face looks like when she shows no emotion with the isolated, and 
sometimes very slight, changes I describe. Photo A shows the droop- 
ing of the upper eyelids, while photo C shows just the hint of the 
inner corners of the eyebrows raising. When even slight changes like 
this occur, they seem to change the entire face. 


To help you see that it is only the upper eyelid on the left and the 
brow on the right that is providing the message, I created composite 
photographs, pasting just those features on the picture in the mid- 
dle. Picture D shows the upper eyelids from picture A pasted onto 
the neutral B picture. Photo E shows the brows from C pasted onto 
the neutral B picture. This should convince you that even a very 
subtle change seems to affect the appearance of the entire face. Inci- 
dentally, E looks a bit less sad than C above it. That is because in C, 
there is a very slight hint of upper eyelid droop. It would not be 
apparent without comparing C to E, the picture where just the 
brows of E have been pasted onto the neutral face. 


Photo C is a definite sign of sadness; it may be slight sadness, sad- 
ness being controlled, or sadness that is beginning to ebb. Not 
everyone will recognize it without practice, especially if it is brief. 
Photo Ais more ambiguous. It could be a sign of slight or controlled 
sadness, but it may also just be a sign that the person is getting 
sleepy or bored, since the drooping eyelid is the only signal. 

Notice, however, what happens when the drooping eyelid is com- 
bined with the raising of the eyebrows. Picture F shows a composite 
in which the eyebrows of C and the eyelids of A have been pasted 
onto the neutral face. The same combination of drooping eyelids 
and raised inner corners of the eyebrows is shown in G, but in this 
natural, not computer-created, picture the movement of the eye- 
brows is stronger. Now there is no doubt. This is very clear sadness, 
hard to miss or misinterpret unless it was very brief. 


The next row of pictures shows other changes in the eyes. In pic- 
ture H on the left, the eyebrows are strong but the gaze is straight 
ahead, with no upper eyelid droop. In picture I the eyebrows are 
strong; there is a slight droop of the upper eyelid and a slight tensing 
of the lower eyelid. Compare the lower eyelids in photo I with the 
neutral photo B. In picture J we see a typical feature in sadness, in 
which the gaze is directed down. You saw this as part of the sad dis- 
play in Bettye Shirley's photograph. Of course, people do look 
downward when they read, or when they are tired, but when it is 
added to the sad eyebrows, the message is unambiguous. 


The eyebrows are very important, highly reliable signs of sadness. 
They rarely are shown in this configuration unless sadness is felt, for 


few people can voluntarily make this movement. There are excep- 
tions; both Woody Allen and Jim Carrey show this movement often. 
While most people emphasize speech by raising or lowering their 
eyebrows, these two actors often use the sad brow to emphasize a 


word. It makes them seem empathetic, warm, and kind, but that 
may or may not be a true reflection of what they are feeling. For 
those who do use the raised inner corners of the eyebrows to accent 
their speech, it has little significance, but for nearly everyone else it is 
an important sadness signal. 

Now let's focus on what happens to the mouth in sadness. Photo 
K shows the lip corners pulled downward very slightly. This action is 
stronger in picture L, and even stronger in the picture M. This is 
another sign of very slight sadness, or it can happen when people try 
to limit how much sadness they reveal. Picture M is so strong that 
when it is shown alone, without sadness shown in the eyebrows or 
the eyes, it probably isn't sadness. Instead it more likely is a move- 
ment some people make as a symbol of disbelief or negation. 


The next photos show the expression that occurs when just the 
lower lip is pushed up. Photo N is a pout, which can occur alone 
when the person is just beginning to feel sad, as a precursor to a cry. 
It also may occur when the person is feeling sulky. In picture O, the 
movement is too strong to be a sign of sadness when it occurs alone, 
without the sad eyebrows, eyelids, or downward gaze. Instead, this is 
more likely to be a symbol of uncertainty, like a shrug with the 
hands. Photo P combines pushing up the lower lip, as in N and O, 
with lip pressing. It is often a sign of determination or concentra- 
tion, and it is a frequent mannerism in some people, such as Presi- 
dent Clinton. Some people also throw a bit of a smile into this 
configuration, and it becomes a grin-and-bear-it symbol. 


The next pictures show blends of two emotions. Photo Q is the 
combination of sadness in the eyebrows with quite a full smile. 
Cover the mouth with your hand and you will see that she looks sad, 
and by covering the eyes and eyebrows she looks happy. This expres- 
sion occurs with bittersweet experiences, such as the recollection of 
a happy moment, which is tinged with sadness because it is in the 
past, over, no longer in the person's life. It can also occur when a 
person is using the smile to try to conceal or mask sadness. Picture R 
shows the combination of fear and sadness expressed by sadness in 
the eyebrows and fear in the wide-open eyes. Use your hand to cover 
first the eyebrows, and note the fear in the eyes; then cover the eyes, 
and you will see that the brows are clearly the sad ones we have seen 
before. Picture S could be a blend of sadness and surprise because 


the lips are parted and the eyes are open, though not as much as in 
the fear-sadness blend in the middle photo. 


The last picture, T, shows the combination of all the sadness 
signs we have seen with one new one. The inner corners of the 
brows are raised, the upper eyelids are slightly drooped, and the lip 
corners are pulled down. The new feature is the raising of the cheeks 
that has produced the wrinkles running down from Eve's nostrils 
outward beyond the corners of her lips. This is called the nasolabial 
furrow. The muscle that has raised her cheeks produces this furrow 
and pushes upward the skin below her eyes, narrowing her eyes. 

Looking at these photographs repeatedly, and looking back at the 
news photographs earlier in this chapter, will help to sensitize you to 
how people are feeling without their telling you. You can increase 
your skill in recognizing the subtle signs of sadness (and the emo- 
tions shown in the other chapters) by checking the Web site 
emotionsrevealed.com. 


Using the Information from Expressions 


I want to consider next what you should do now that you will be bet- 
ter able to receive emotional information from people's faces and from 
your own automatic responses. It is obvious what you should do when 
sadness is very clearly shown on someone's face, as it was in the boy 
from Tuzla, in Bettye Shirley, and in some of the pictures shown here 
of Eve (photos H, I, J, and T). There is no avoiding the sadness 
expressed; the person showing it is not trying to hide it. When expres- 
sions are that extreme, the person showing the expression can feel it on 
his or her face and would expect that others can see how he or she feels. 
The expression signals a need for comfort, whether it be an arm placed 
around the person's shoulder, or simply an offer of comfort in words. 


But what if it is only a subtle sign, such as what you saw in pic- 
tures A, C, or K? What are you to do with this information? 
Remember that emotional expressions never tell you their source— 
there are many reasons why, for example, someone might be sad. 
Don't presume you know why the person is sad. When you see a 
subtle expression, it is not certain whether the person wants you to 
know how he or she is feeling, and you should not assume that you 
should acknowledge that you know how the person is feeling. It is a 
very different matter when you see a subtle sign as compared to the 
complete displays shown by Bettye Shirley or the boy from Tuzla; 
they know how they feel, they know their feelings are showing, and 
you have an obligation to respond. 


If the expression is a subtle one, the first issue is whether the 
expression is a sign of sadness that might just be beginning, slight 
sadness, or anticipation of disappointment, or if it is a sign that 
strongly felt sadness is being controlled. Sometimes you can tell which 
it is by when it happens. If it occurs right at the start of a conversa- 
tion, it is unlikely to be just the beginning of sadness, but anticipa- 
tory sadness, sadness imported from a memory or from a prior event. 
If it emerges during the conversation, it might be the beginning of 
sadness, or a sign of controlled, more intense sadness. That depends 
upon what you and the other person have been talking about. 


Suppose one of these subtle sad expressions is shown when you 
deliver the news to someone you supervise about whether he or she 
will get a promotion. It might be anticipatory sadness; or if the news 
is not good, slight sadness; or if the news is quite bad, controlled, 
more severe sadness. Knowing how that person is feeling doesn't 
mean that you necessarily will want to acknowledge it. It depends on 
what your relationship is to that person. But it is information you 
can benefit from in determining how you are going to respond to 
the person, now or later. 


In some situations, with some people, simply acknowledging that 
you are sorry to have to disappoint them might be helpful. But that 
might humiliate or even anger some people, and it might be better 
to say nothing. Would the person think you had a choice, or would 
the person you are disappointing think you had been unfair? In 
either case, acknowledging their disappointment or saying you are 


sorry might seem insincere, and even elicit anger. Alternatively, if 
there still is another opportunity for that person to be promoted, 
then acknowledging the disappointment in the context of offering 
to help them to do better in the next round could strengthen your 
relationship. 

Another matter to consider is just how important is the bad news 
you are conveying. If it really is a disaster for that person, then the 
subtle sign of sadness may result from an attempt to diminish signs 
of much more intense feelings. If that is so, any acknowledgment 
that you realize how he or she feels might bring on a more intense 
display of those sad feelings. Do you want that to happen? You are 
taking from the person's expression information he or she chose to 
try to conceal from you. Should you bring it up or comment on it? 


Suppose you are the person who receives the bad news, not the 
supervisor, and an expression of slight sadness appears on the supervi- 
sor's face when she gives you the bad news about not getting the pro- 
motion. That probably means the supervisor is sympathetic to you, is 
sorry about having to give you bad news. Is she sugarcoating the bad 
news out of sympathy, or might she not agree completely with the 
decision; or might she be responding empathetically to the hint of 
sadness she sees on your face? The hint of sadness doesn't tell you; but 
it does tell you that she is concerned, and that is worth noting. There 
is a possibility that it is a fake expression of concern, but most of the 
muscular movements in sadness are not easy to make deliberately. 


If it were a friend, not a supervisor, who showed a subtle expres- 
sion of sadness when telling you about the bad news he recently got, 
you might want to go further. You might want to verbally acknowl- 
edge your concern, empathize with how he seems to be feeling, and 
give him a chance to elaborate on his feelings. Again, you must keep 
in mind that this expression might be the result of an attempt to 
control and conceal more intense sadness. Do you have the right to 
invade your friend's privacy? Has your past relationship been one of 
disclosure, in which your friend expects to receive reassurance and 
comfort from you? Might it be better just to offer a noncommittal 
"Is everything OK?" leaving it to your friend to decide whether he 
wants to reveal anything more about his feelings? 


Suppose it is your twelve-year-old daughter who shows that 


expression when you ask her how her day went at school. As a parent 
you have the right, some would say the obligation, to pay attention 
and acknowledge the feelings of your child. Yet, as kids move into 
adolescence they increasingly want privacy, the choice as to when 
they reveal what to whom. Has yours been a close relationship, and 
can you spend the time, now, if your comment on what she is feel- 
ing brings on a flood of tears? I believe it is better to ask, to 
acknowledge, than to pretend nothing has happened, but that is my 
style and it may not be yours. There is a fine line between intrusive- 
ness and lack of concern, and you can show concern but not push it. 
If it is an adolescent, it might be well to give her the chance to regu- 
late what happens by simply saying, "Is everything OK?" or "Need 
help with anything?" 


Sadness is often shown with good-byes, when two people who care 
about each other anticipate not seeing each other again for an extended 
period. Most often, in most relationships, acknowledging the regret at 
the separation is appropriate, but once again, not always. Some people 
have so little tolerance for sad feelings that it would be difficult for 
them to have those feelings frankly acknowledged. For others there 
might be a complete loss of control if the sadness were to be com- 
mented on. If you were in a relationship where a separation matters, 
you would know the person well enough to know how to respond. 


These examples are meant to show that having information about 
how someone feels doesn't itself tell you what to do about it. It 
doesn't confer the right or obligation to tell that person you know 
how he or she feels. There are alternatives, depending on who that 
person is and what your relationship to that person is, the circum- 
stances at the moment, and what you yourself are comfortable with. 
But spotting sadness when it is subtle does tell you that something 
important is happening or has happened, that it involves loss, and 
that this person needs comforting. The expression itself doesn't tell 
you whether you are the right person to give that comforting, or if 
this is the right time to offer it. 


Brace yourself before turning to the next chapter. It is about the 
most dangerous emotion—anger. Don't start it until you are feeling 
relaxed and able to take on this emotion. 


Anger 


The face of attack, of violence, is anger. 
The separatist demonstrator on the right just hit the Canadian 
police officer; the demonstrator on the left appears ready to strike. 
We don't know what happened before this moment, though. Did 
the policeman attack the demonstrator? Was the demonstrator act- 
ing in self-defense, or was his violence unprovoked? Is response to 
an attack the anger theme, the common, universal trigger for calling 
forth anger? Emotion theorists have proposed a number of different 
themes for anger, but there is no evidence to suggest that one is cen- 
tral; in fact, there might be multiple themes for this emotion. 


The most effective situation for calling forth anger in infants— 
something developmental psychologists do to study this emotion— 
is physical interference, holding the infant's arms so the infant 
cannot get them free.' This is a metaphor for one of the most fre- 
quent causes of anger in children and adults: someone interfering 
with what we are intent on doing. If we think the interference is 
deliberate, not incidental or required, if it appears the interfering 
person chose to interfere with us, our anger may be stronger. Frustra- 
tion with anything, even an inanimate object, can generate anger.” 
We may even be frustrated by a failure in our own memory or ability. 

When someone is trying to hurt us physically, anger and fear are 
likely responses. If someone tries to hurt us psychologically, insult- 
ing us, denigrating our appearance or performance, that, too, is 


likely to arouse anger and fear. As mentioned in the last chapter, 
rejection by a loved one can produce not only sadness but anger as 
well. Some spouses or lovers who become enraged when they are 
rejected batter their spouses. Anger controls, anger punishes, and 
anger retaliates. 

One of the most dangerous features of anger is that anger calls 
forth anger, and the cycle can rapidly escalate. It takes a near-saintly 
character not to respond angrily to another person's anger, especially 
when that person's anger seems unjustified and self-righteous. So 
another person's anger can be considered another cause of anger. 

Disappointment in how a person has acted may also make us 
angry, especially when that person is someone we care deeply about. 
It may seem strange that we can get the angriest at those we love the 
most, but those are the people who can hurt us and disappoint us 
the most. In the early stages of a romantic relationship, we may 
entertain many fantasies about the loved person and become angry 
when that person fails to meet our fantasized ideal.’ It may also 
seem safer to show anger toward an intimate than a stranger. 


Another reason why we may be angriest at those about whom we 
care most is that those are the people who know us intimately, know 
our fears and our weaknesses, and know what can hurt us the most. 

We may become angry with someone who advocates actions or 
beliefs that offend us, even a total stranger. We need not even meet 
the stranger; reading about someone who engages in actions or who 
holds beliefs with which we disagree may arouse our anger. 

Evolutionary theorists Michael McGuire and Alfonso Troisi* 
make the very interesting suggestion that people might typically 
show different "behavioral strategies" in response to the different 
causes, the themes and variations, of anger. It makes sense to think 
that the different causes of anger will not arouse the same intensity 
or type of anger. When someone rejects us or disappoints us, we 
may attempt to hurt him or her, while an attempt to hurt a would- 
be mugger might cost us our life. 


One could argue that frustration, another person's anger, a threat 
of harm, and being rejected are all variations on the interference 
theme. Even anger at someone who advocates what we consider 
wrong could be considered a variation on interference. But I think it 
is important for people to consider these as different triggers and 
determine for themselves which one is the most potent, the hottest 
trigger for their anger. 


The word anger covers many different related experiences. There 
is a range of angry feelings, from slight annoyance to rage. There are 
not just differences in the strength of angry feelings, but also differ- 
ences in the kind of anger felt. Indignation is self-righteous anger; 
sulking is a passive anger; exasperation refers to having one's 
patience tried excessively. Revenge is a type of angry action usually 
committed after a period of reflection about the offense, sometimes 
of greater intensity than the act that provoked it. 


When it is brief, resentment is another member of the anger fam- 
ily of emotions, but holding a grudge, a long-standing resentment, is 
different. If a person has acted in a way you feel was unfair or 
unjust, you may not forgive him but harbor your resentment—that 
grudge—for a very long time, sometimes for a lifetime. It is not that 
you are continuously angry, but whenever you think about or see 


that person, anger reemerges. Resentment may/fester, in which case 
it is never out of mind. The person is preoccupied with the offense, 
ruminating excessively about it. Presumably, when resentment fes- 
ters, the likelihood of revenge being taken would be greater. 

Hatred is an enduring, intense dislike. We are not angry continu- 
ously toward the hated person, but encountering that person or 
hearing about her or him may easily awaken angry feelings. We are 
also likely to feel disgust and contempt toward the hated person. 
Like resentment, hatred is usually long-standing and focused on a 
specific person, though general in character, while resentment is 
connected to a specific grievance or set of grievances. Hatred, too, 
can fester, taking over the hating person's life so he or she becomes 
preoccupied with the hated person. 


It is hard to know how to classify hatred and enduring resent- 
ment. They are not emotions, for they last too long. They are not 
moods for the same reason, and also because we know why we hate 
or resent someone while we typically don't know why we are having 
a mood. I have thought of calling resentment an emotional attitude, 
and hatred an emotional attachment, along with romantic and 
parental love. The point is to recognize that these feelings are heav- 
ily invested with anger but are not the same as anger. 


In the last chapter I said the message of the sadness signal was a 
cry for help. It is harder to specify a single message for anger. "Get 
out of my way" seems to capture part of it, the threat to someone 
who is interfering. However, it doesn't seem to fit the anger aroused 
by another person's anger, or the anger felt toward a person one reads 
about in the newspaper who has done something outrageous. And 
sometimes anger is not merely a feeling of wanting the offending 
person out of the way; it is a feeling of wanting to hurt that person. 


Anger is rarely felt alone for long. Fear often precedes and follows 
anger, fear of the harm the target of anger may inflict or fear of 
one's own anger, of losing control, of inflicting harm. Some people 
often merge disgust with anger, repulsed by the target they also 
attack. Or disgust may focus on oneself for having become angry, 
for not having exercised sufficient control. Some people feel guilty or 
ashamed about having angry feelings. 


Anger is the most dangerous emotion, because, as the photograph 
of the demonstrators shows, we may try to harm the target of our 
anger. It may be only angry words, shouted or more deliberately 
delivered, but the motive is the same, to harm the target. Is this 
impulse to hurt a necessary, built-in part of the anger response sys- 
tem? If it is, we should see attempts to hurt early in life, and observe 
their diminution only when a child is taught to restrain that 
impulse. If it is not, the anger impulse could simply be to deal force- 
fully with the problem, without necessarily trying to hurt the person 
who is causing it. If that were so, then we would observe hurtful, 
angry behavior only in those children who learn from caretakers or 
others that hurting a person is the most successful way to eliminate 
the problem. It matters which it might be. If hurting is not built in 
to the anger response system, then it might be possible to raise chil- 
dren in such a way that hitting or hurting wouldn't be part of what 
they do when they are angry at others. 


I asked two leading researchers’ on anger in infants and children 
if there was any strong evidence one way or the other, and they said 
there is not. Joe Campos, a pioneering researcher on emotion in 
infancy, reported "slashing and thrashing that seems to have the 
function of removing the obstacle" in newborns, and mentioned 
what he called "proto-anger" in infants in a variety of situations 
involving interference with what they were doing, such as removing 
the nipple when they were sucking. It is unclear whether these 
movements are yet-to-be-coordinated attempts to hurt the person 
who is the source of the obstacle or just attempts to stop the inter- 
ference. There is no information on exactly when and how attempts 
to hurt emerge, or if they do so in all infants. 


There is evidence that hitting, biting, and kicking are evident very 
early in life in most infants, but begin to come under control at 
about two years old, continuing to decline each year thereafter. 
Psychiatrist and anthropologist Melvin Konner recently wrote, "The 
capacity for violence ... is never abolished. ... It is always there."’ 
This fits with my own observations, having raised two children of 
my own; very early in their lives striking out to harm was in place. 
They had to learn to inhibit that response, to establish other ways of 


dealing with interference, insults, and a variety of other offenses. I 


suspect that the impulse to harm, for virtually everyone, is a central 
part of the anger response. I also believe, however, that there are 
important differences among us in how strong these violent 
impulses are. 

Although we may condemn people for what they say or do when 
angry, we understand it. It is the person who harms without anger 
who is not understandable, and who is often seen as truly frightening. 
People often regret what they have said in anger. In their apology, they 
explain that they were seized by anger and claim that what they said 
was not really what they meant; their true attitudes and beliefs were 
distorted by the power of this emotion. The common phrase "I lost 
my head" exemplifies this. Apologies do not come easily as long as a 
trace of anger remains, and apologies may not undo the damage done. 


If we are attentive to our emotional state, not only conscious of 
how we are feeling but pausing to consider whether we want to act 
on our angry feelings, it will still be a struggle if we decide not to act 
on our anger. That struggle will be greater for some of us than oth- 
ers, for some of us become angry more quickly and intensely. The 
struggle is not to damage, not to up the ante, not to return the 
other's anger with more intense anger, not to say unforgivable 
things, to decrease the reply from anger to annoyance, or to elimi- 
nate any sign of anger. Sometimes we do want to act on our anger, 
and, as I explain later, actions taken in anger can be useful and nec- 
essary. 


David Lynn Scott IH, a twenty-six-year-old man, a self- 
proclaimed ninja, raped and murdered Maxine Kenny's daughter in 
1992. Scott was arrested in 1993, but the trial was delayed for four 
years. After Scott was convicted, Maxine and her husband, Don, 
were each given an opportunity to testify during the sentencing 
phase of the trial. Maxine addressed Scott directly, saying, "So you 
think you're a ninja? Get real! This is not feudal Japan and even if it 
were, you could never be a ninja because you're a coward! You 
sneaked around at night, dressed in dark clothing, carrying weap- 
ons, and preyed on innocent, defenseless women. . . . You raped and 
killed for the false sense of power it gave you. You're more like a 
dirty, disgusting cockroach that slips between the walls at night and 
contaminates everything. I have no sympathy for you! You raped, 


you tortured, and brutally killed my daughter Gail, stabbing her not 
once, but seven times. You showed no mercy as she desperately 
fought for her life as shown by the numerous defensive wounds on 
her hands. You don't deserve to live." Scott, who had not shown 
remorse, smiled at Mrs. Kenny as she spoke. As she returned to her 
seat, Maxine Kenny hit Scott on his head before being restrained by 
her husband and the sheriffs shown in this picture. 


Often what motivates us to control our anger and not let it grow 
into rage is our commitment to continuing our relationship with the 
person toward whom we feel angry. Whether it is our friend, 
employer, employee, spouse, or child, no matter what that person 
has done, we believe we might irrevocably damage our future rela- 
tionship with them if we fail to manage our anger. In Maxine 
Kenny's case, there was no prior relationship with this man, and no 
expected future relationship that would motivate her not to act on 
her anger. 

Surely we can understand and sympathize with Maxine's rage. 
Any of us in her situation might well have had the same feeling. 
While we may think she was wrong to attack Scott, it is hard to con- 


demn her. Perhaps she reached her breaking point when she saw that 
her daughter's murderer showed no remorse or distress, when he 
smiled at her as she denounced him. Would anyone have acted as she 
did? Would it be a breaking point for anyone? Does everyone have a 
breaking point? I don't think so. Her husband, Don, did not act on 
his violent impulse; instead he restrained her from attacking Scott. 


Maxine and Don Kenny suffered every parent's worst night- 
mare—the cruelly inflicted death of their child, committed by a 
total stranger, for no understandable reason. Eight years after their 
thirty-eight-year-old daughter Gail was raped and murdered, they 
told me they still suffer and miss her. Why did Maxine and Don 
react so differently at that moment in the courtroom? 


Maxine might have a short fuse, an abrupt, very quick onset of 
anger, but she says that is not typical of her. Her husband, Don, is 
slow to anger, containing all of his emotions, which rise very gradu- 
ally. People with a steep anger gradient are burdened by having a 
much harder time than the rest of us if they want to inhibit their 
anger responses and prevent their anger from growing into rage. 
While Maxine does not believe she has a short fuse, she says she could 
be explosive if "I think my family is being threatened in any way." 


Maxine told me that "I always experience emotions very 
intensely. ... I think people have different emotional intensities, I 
think there are different emotional makeups in people and some are 
more intense." I told Maxine and Don that I was doing research on 
precisely what she was describing, and finding that she is right (this 
work is described at the end of chapter 1 and in the conclusion). 


Each of us differs in how intensely we can experience each emo- 
tion. Some people may simply not have the capacity for extremely 
intense anger, and extraordinary fury is not something that can ever 
be a part of their lives. Different expressions of anger depend not 
just on whether the fuse is short, but how much explosive capacity, 
how much dynamite—to continue that metaphor—there is, and it 
isn't the same for everyone. Scientists do not yet know the source of 
such differences, how much is contributed by genetic inheritance 
and how much by environment. In all likelihood both play a role.* 
Later in this chapter I will describe some of my research on people 
known to be unusually angry. 


Maxine told me that she did not know ahead of time that she was 
going to attack David Scott. She thought that she could abuse him 
verbally and stop at that. But a barrage of verbal abuse can open the 
door, allowing anger to feed on itself and grow, making it more dif- 
ficult to put on the brakes and prevent a physical attack. During a 
break in the sentencing hearing, Maxine explained her attack on 
David Scott to a reporter: "It was just like temporary insanity. I just 
couldn't handle it anymore." I asked her if now, when she looks 
back on it, she still thinks she was insane. Maxine replied, "Yes, I 
remember feeling so much hate. ...The anger was so intense I 
didn't even think of the consequences." (Perhaps unexpectedly, Don 
condemns himself now for not having attacked David Scott.*) 


I believe that nearly everyone can prevent acting or speaking when 
angry, even when enraged. Note I say nearly, for there are people who 
appear unable to control their anger. This may be a lifelong pattern, or 
the result of an injury to a particular area of the brain. This does not 
apply to Maxine; she has always been able to regulate her emotions. 

Although we may feel impelled to say something nasty or physically 
attack, most of us can choose not to act. A few words may slip out, an 
arm may wave in the air, but control is possible for nearly everyone. 
All of us, or nearly all of us, have the choice not to harm, not to be 
violent in words or actions. Maxine made the deliberate choice to 
speak in the sentencing phase of the trial, and to speak in as strong a 
fashion as she could. She is proud of her hatred, which she still feels. 


I expect that most people would act violently if it seemed that 
such actions could prevent the murder of their child, but is this 
truly a loss of control? When violence achieves a useful purpose, few 
people condemn it. It may not be impulsive but carefully planned. 
Even His Holiness, the Dalai Lama believes that violence in such 
circumstances is justified.” 


I realize that not everyone, even in such an extreme circumstance, 


*Don is still suffering from this shattering experience and, in his severe anguish and unrelenting grief, 
believes he was a coward for not killing David Scott when he had an opportunity to do so in the court- 
room. He told me that he had been a college wrestler and could have broken Scott's neck on one of the 
many occasions when he passed by him. I explained to Don that attacking Scott would have been an 
act of revenge. Not seeking revenge is not cowardice. Cowardice would have been not to act to protect 
his daughter when Scott attacked her. I am sure if he had had the opportunity, he would have acted to 
protect her. If he feels he is a coward now, it may be because he has not yet really accepted that she is 
dead; he has not accepted that he could not protect her, because he had no opportunity to do so. 


would act violently. It can't be that those who wouldn't act have a 
higher anger threshold, that a more severe provocation must occur 
for them to lose control, since it is hard to conceive of a more 
extreme provocation. In my own research, in which I have asked 
people to describe the angriest situation they can imagine anyone in 
the world would ever experience, the threat of death to a family 
member is mentioned most frequently. Even then, even when acting 
violently might prevent the death of a family member, I don't 
believe everyone would so act. Some might not act out of fear, and 
some out of a strongly held value never to be violent. 


Maxine Kenny's attack on the murderer David Scott is different. 
It could not prevent the murder of her child; it was revenge. We 
understand her actions, but most of us would not do that. Every day 
parents confront in the courtroom the person who has murdered 
their child, and they do not seek violent retribution. Yet it is hard 
not to sympathize with Maxine Kenny, not to feel that she did what 
was right; the offense was so great, the loss so severe. And the man 
who raped and murdered her beloved daughter sat there smiling at 
her! Can any of us be certain that if we were in her shoes we would 
not have acted as she did? 


Before meeting Maxine and Don Kenny I had written that hatred 
is always destructive, but now I am not as convinced. Should we 
really expect ourselves not to feel hatred, not to want to hurt some- 
one who has raped our child, who stabbed her seven times while she 
tried to defend herself, as the cuts on her hands show, before she 
died? Might Maxine's continuing hatred of David Scott not serve a 
useful purpose in her life, binding her own wounds? Maxine's 
hatred did not seem to be festering, she was leading her life produc- 
tively, but she maintained her hatred of David Scott. 


Most of the time we are not responding to such a severe provoca- 
tion when we get angry. Yet anger, even intense or violent anger, 
may occur when the provocation appears to others to be slight. It 
may be a disagreement, a challenge, an insult, a minor frustration. 
Sometimes we may choose not to exercise control over our anger, 
not caring about the consequences or, for the moment, not thinking 
about any consequences. 

Psychologist Carol Tavris, who has written an entire book about 


anger, argues that getting your anger out—something advocated by 
other psychologists—usually makes matters worse. Carefully review- 
ing the research, she concludes that suppressed anger "does not, in 
any predictable or consistent way, make us depressed, produce 
ulcers or hypertension, set us off on food binges, or give us heart 
attacks. . . . Suppressed anger is unlikely to have medical conse- 
quences if we feel in control of the situation that is causing the 
anger, if we interpret the anger as a sign of a grievance to be cor- 
rected instead of as an emotion to be sullenly protected, and if we 
feel committed to the work and people in our lives.""! 


There is a cost to showing our anger.” Angry actions and angry 
words can damage a relationship, momentarily and sometimes per- 
manently, and often brings about angry retaliation. Even without 
angry actions or angry words, our angry facial expression or tone of 
voice signals the target that we are angry. If that person then 
responds angrily, or with contempt, it may be harder for us to main- 
tain our own control and avoid a fight. Angry people are not well 
liked. Angry children have been found to lose the approval of other 
children,'* and angry adults are seen as socially unattractive." 


I believe we are usually better off when we don't act on our anger 
or when we do we take care to act in a constructive fashion, in a way 
that does not attack the person at whom we are angry. An angry per- 
son should consider, and often does not, whether what is making 
him or her angry can be best dealt with by expressing anger. While 
that may sometimes be so, there will also be many occasions when 
the remedy will be easier to achieve if the grievance is dealt with 
after anger has subsided. There are moments, however, when we 
don't care that we are making matters worse, when we don't care 
about any future relationship with the target of our anger. 


When anger is intense, we may not initially know, or even want to 
know, that we have become angry. I am not referring to the failure 
to be attentive to our emotional fee lings. It is not that we are unable to 
take a step back and consider whether we want to go along and act 
on our anger. Rather, we are not even aware of being angry, even 
though we are speaking angry words and engaging in angry actions. 

It is very unclear why or how this happens. Do we not know we 
are angry because to know would mean we would condemn our- 


selves? Are some people more likely than others to be unaware when 
they are angry? Is such unawareness more common with anger than 
any of the other emotions? Is there a level of anger that, when 
reached, always means that the angry person will have to become 
aware he or she is angry, or does that, too, vary from one person to 
another? Is it harder to be attentive to our emotional feelings when 
one is angry, fearful, or anguished? Unfortunately, there has been no 
scientific research on these questions. 


The main benefit of being aware of and attentive to our angry 
feelings is the opportunity to regulate or suppress our reactions, 
reevaluate the situation, and plan the actions most likely to remove 
the source of our anger. If we are unaware of what we are feeling 
and simply acting on it, we can't do any of that. Unaware, unable to 
reflect for a moment on what we are about to do or say, we are more 
likely to do or say things we will later regret. Even if we are aware of 
our anger, if we are not able to be attentive to our angry feelings, if 
we do not take a step back, pausing to consider what is happening, 
we won't be able to exercise any choice about what we do. 


Usually we won't be unaware of our anger for long. Others who 
see and hear our anger may tell us, we may hear it in our voice, or we 
may figure it out from how we are thinking and what we are plan- 
ning. Such knowledge does not guarantee control, but it offers that 
possibility. For some people the old adage of counting to ten before 
acting may work, while others may need to leave the situation, at 
least temporarily, to allow their anger to subside. 


There is a particular way of responding to anger that causes trou- 
ble in intimate relationships. My colleague John Gottman found 
what he called stonewalling in his studies of happy and unhappy 
marriages.” More often shown by men than women, it is a cold 
withdrawal from interaction, in which the stonewaller won't 
respond to his partner's emotions. Typically, stonewalling is a 
response to the anger or complaint of the other person, in which the 
stonewaller retreats because he feels unable to deal with his feelings 
and the feelings of his spouse. It would be less damaging to the rela- 
tionship if, instead, he acknowledged hearing his spouse's com- 
plaint, recognized her anger, and asked to discuss it at a later time 
when he could prepare and feel in better control. 


Emotion theorist Richard Lazarus has described a very difficult 
technique for managing anger, difficult because the aim is not just 
to control but to defuse anger: "If our spouse or lover has managed 
to offend us by what they have said and done, instead of retaliating 
in order to repair our wounded self-esteem, we might be able to rec- 
ognize that, being under great stress, they couldn't realistically be 
held responsible; they were, in effect, not in control of themselves, 
and it would be best to assume that the basic intention was not 
malevolent. This reappraisal of another's intentions makes it possi- 
ble to empathize with the loved one's plight and excuse the out- 


n16 


burst." ” Lazarus acknowledges that this is easier said than done. 


His Holiness, the Dalai Lama'’ has described the same approach, 
in which we distinguish between the offensive action and the person 
who made it. We attempt to understand why the person acted offen- 
sively, and we try to sympathize with him, focusing on what it might 
have been that made him feel angry. That doesn't mean that we do 
not inform the person that we are unhappy with how he or she has 
acted. But our anger is directed at the action rather than the person. 
If we can adopt this framework, we do not want to injure the person; 
we want to help him or her to not act in this way. There are people 
who may not want to be helped. A bully, for example, may want to 
dominate; a cruel person may enjoy inflicting harm. Only anger 
directed at the person, not just the action, may stop such people. 


What Lazarus and the Dalai Lama each suggest might be feasible 
when the other person is not deliberately, willfully malicious. Even 
then, when we are not dealing with malicious anger, our own emo- 
tional state influences how we can respond. It will be easier to be 
angry at the action rather than the actor when our anger is not 
intense, it is building slowly, and we are fully aware of being angry. 
It takes a moment's pause; and hot, fast, intense anger does not 
always permit that. It will be especially hard to manage our actions 
during the refractory period, when information inconsistent with 
our anger is not available to us. This way of dealing with anger 
won't always be possible, but if it is practiced, it may become possi- 
ble at least some of the time. 


At a meeting a few months ago I witnessed such constructive 
anger. Five of us were planning a research project. John objected to 


our plans, telling us we were being naive, reinventing the wheel, and 
were, by implication, poor scholars. Ralph replied, noting what we 
had indeed taken account of, and the discussion proceeded. John 
again interrupted, repeating more forcefully what he had said ear- 
lier, as if he had not heard Ralph's answer. We tried to proceed 
without answering him directly, but he would not let us. Ralph then 
interceded, telling John that we had heard him, that we disagreed 
with him, and that we could not let him interfere anymore. He 
could stay if he either would be silent or wanted to help, but if he 
couldn't, he should leave us alone. I listened carefully to Ralph's 
voice and watched his face. I saw and heard firmness, strength, and 
determination, perhaps just the slightest trace of impatience, a trace 
of anger. There was no attack on John, no mention that he had 
become obstreperous, which indeed was the case. Not attacked, 
John did not defend and, in a few minutes, left the room, seemingly, 
from his behavior later, without any resentment. Ralph told me 
later, when I asked, that he had felt mildly angry. He said he had not 
planned what he said; it just came out that way. Ralph's specialty is 
teaching children how to deal with anger. 


Everyone has a harder time controlling their anger when they are 
in an irritable mood. When we are irritable, we become angry about 
matters that wouldn't bother us if we weren't irritable. We are look- 
ing for an opportunity to become angry. When we are irritable, 
something that might have just annoyed us makes us angrier, while 
something that made us just moderately angry makes us furious. 
Anger felt in an irritable mood lasts longer and is harder to manage. 
No one knows how to get out of a mood; sometimes indulging in 
activities we really enjoy can help, but not always. My advice is to 
avoid people when you are feeling irritable, if you can recognize that 
you are in an irritable mood. Often that isn't obvious until we have 
the first angry outburst, then realize it happened because we are feel- 
ing irritable. 

With so much of this chapter emphasizing the importance of 
managing anger, it might seem that anger is not useful or adaptive. 
Or perhaps anger was adaptive to our ancestors who were hunters or 
gatherers but not to us. Such thinking ignores a number of very use- 
ful functions of anger. Anger can motivate us to stop or change 


whatever caused us to feel angry. Anger at injustice motivates 
actions to bring about change. 

It is not useful simply to absorb another person's anger, or not 
respond to it at all. The offending person needs to learn that what 
he or she has done has displeased us if we want the person to stop 
doing it. Let me explain this with another example. Matthew and his 
brother Martin have different talents and skills, and both feel stuck 
in the jobs they now have. They meet Sam, who has many contacts 
in the business world that could help either of them find a better 
job. Matthew has been dominating the conversation, interrupting 
Martin, not giving Martin a fair share of the conversational oppor- 
tunities. Martin gets frustrated and becomes angry. He says, "Hey, 
you are hogging the time with Sam; give me a chance." If he says it 
with anger in his voice or face, he may not make a good impression 
on Sam. Although he may stop Matthew, it could have a cost, for 
using the word hogging is an insult. Matthew might retaliate with a 
snide remark, and then they will both lose Sam's help. 


If Martin becomes aware of his anger before he speaks, if he can 
recognize that although Matthew is not being fair, his motivation is 
not to hurt Martin, he could act differently. He could say to Sam, 
"You've heard a lot about Matthew's interests, but I want to be cer- 
tain that I get a chance to describe my situation before you have to 
go." Later he might tell Matthew he understood how important the 
meeting was to Matthew, but he thought Matthew was on the verge 
of getting all the time, not remembering that he, Martin, needed 
time also. If Martin can say it in a light fashion, with a bit of 
humor, there is a greater chance Matthew will learn from it. If 
thoughtlessness and unfairness are not typical for Matthew, Martin 
might also choose not to bring it up. If thoughtlessness and unfair- 
ness are typical for Matthew, then Martin certainly might want to 
point out how unfair Matthew has been. If Martin says this with 
anger, it might impress Matthew with how serious it is, but it might 
generate an angry defense, and no progress would be made. 


Part of the message we should get from our own anger is "What is 
it that is making me angry?" It may not always be obvious, it may 
not be what we think; we have all had the experience of "kicking the 
dog," of becoming angry with someone who has not offended us, as 


a result of being frustrated. Such displaced anger may also occur 
when another person has angered us, but we cannot express our 
anger toward that person, instead victimizing someone toward 
whom it is safer to be angry. 

Anger tells us that something needs to change. If we are to bring 
about that change most effectively, we need to know the source of 
our anger. Was it interference with what we are trying to do, a threat 
of harm, an insult to our self-esteem, rejection, the other person's 
anger, or a wrongful act? Was our perception correct, or were we in 
an irritable mood? Can we actually do anything to reduce or elimi- 
nate the grievance, and will expressing and acting on our anger elim- 
inate its cause? 


Although anger and fear often occur in the same situations, in 
response to the same threats, anger can be helpful in reducing fear 
and providing the energy that mobilizes actions to deal with the 
threat. Anger has been thought of as an alternative to depression, 
blaming others rather than the self for the trouble experienced, but 
it is not certain that this is so, for anger can occur with depression as 


well.!® 


Anger informs others of trouble. Like all emotions, anger has a 
signal, a powerful signal in both face and voice. If another person is 
the source of our anger, our angry expression tells that person that 
whatever he or she is doing is objectionable. It can be useful to us for 
others to know that. Not always, of course; but nature did not equip 
us with a switch to turn any of our emotions off on those occasions 
when we wish not to have them. 


Just as some people enjoy sadness, others can enjoy anger." They 
seek a good argument; hostile exchanges and verbal attacks are exciting 
and satisfying. Some people even enjoy a knockdown physical fight. 
Intimacy can be established or reestablished after a vigorous angry 
interchange. Some married couples find that after a furious argument 
or even a violent fight, their sexual relations are more exciting and pas- 
sionate. Conversely, there are people who find the experience of anger 
extremely toxic and will do anything to avoid ever becoming angry. 

Just as each emotion has a mood saturated with that emotion, and 
a disorder of that emotion, there is also a personality trait in which 
each emotion plays a central role. In anger that trait is hostility. My 


research on hostility has focused on the signs of hostility and its 
health consequences. 
In the first study,’ 
whether there was a sign in facial expression regarding whether an 
individual is a Type A or Type B personality. That distinction, no 
longer as popular as it was when we did the research fifteen years 


° my colleagues and I sought to determine 


ago, was supposed to identify those whose aggressive, hostile, and 
impatient characteristics made them candidates for coronary artery 
disease (the A's). By contrast the Type B's are more laid-back. More 
recent research has shown that it is the hostility that may be the 
most important risk factor. Hostile people should be more likely to 
show more anger, and that is what we sought to check in this study. 


We examined the facial expressions of midlevel executives at a 
large business, who had already been classified by experts as either A 
or B. They all underwent a mildly challenging interview, in which 
the interviewer slightly frustrated the interviewees. Technicians used 
the technique my colleague Wally Friesen and I had developed for 
measuring facial movement—the Facial Action Coding System 
(FACS). As I explained in chapter 1, this technique doesn't measure 
emotion directly; instead, it objectively scores all facial muscular 
movements. The technicians who did the FACS scoring did not 
know who was an A and who was a B. They used slowed and 
repeated viewing of the videotape to identify the facial muscular 
movements. Analyzing the results, we found that a particular expres- 
sion—a partial anger expression that we called a glare (shown on 
page 127), in which just the brows are lowered and the upper eyelids 
are raised—was shown more often by the A's than the B's. 


It was only a glare, not a full anger expression, probably because the 
A's were trying to diminish any sign of their anger. These business 
executives were sophisticated; they knew they should try not to appear 
angry. Another possibility is that they were only annoyed, and because 
their anger was not intense it did not register across the entire face. 

A major limitation of this study—not knowing what was hap- 
pening to their hearts when these people glared—was remedied in 
our next study. My former student Erika Rosenberg and I examined 
patients who had been diagnosed as already having serious coronary 
artery disease. They were vulnerable to what are called ischemic 


GLARE 


episodes, during which the heart does not get enough oxygen for a 
period of time. When this happens most people experience pain, 
angina, which tells them to stop whatever they are doing because 
they are at risk of having a heart attack if they don't. The patients 
we were studying had silent ischemia, no pain, no warning when 
their heart was not getting enough oxygen. 


In this collaborative study’! with James Blumenthal's research 
group at Duke University, the patients were again videotaped in a 
mildly challenging interview. This time a continuous measure of 
ischemia was obtained from an imaging device pressed against their 
chest that produced a picture of their heart as they talked. We mea- 
sured their facial expressions during a two-minute period when they 
answered questions about how they dealt with anger in their lives. 


Those who became ischemic showed a full or partial anger expres- 
sion on their face much more often than the patients who did not 
become ischemic. Showing anger in their face when they talked 
about past frustrations suggests that they were not just talking about 
anger; they were reliving their anger. And anger, we know from 
other research, accelerates heart rate and increases blood pressure. It 
is like running up a flight of stairs; you shouldn't do it if you have 
coronary artery disease, and not everyone did. Those who didn't 
become angry were much less likely to become ischemic. 

Before explaining why we think we obtained these findings, let 
me make clear that this study did not show that anger caused heart 
disease. Other research” has found that either the personality trait 


of hostility, or the emotion of anger (and it is not certain which it 
might be), is one of the risk factors for producing heart disease, but 
that is not what we did. Instead we found that in people who already 
have heart disease, getting angry increased their risk of becoming 
ischemic, which puts them at increased risk for having a heart attack. 
Now let us consider why these people became angry when they 
talked about being angry in the past, and why that put them at risk. 


All of us talk about emotions we are not feeling at the moment. 
We tell someone about a sad event, a time when we got angry, what 
made us afraid, and so forth. Sometimes in the course of describing 
a past emotional experience we begin to experience the emotion all 
over again. That is what I believe happened to the people who 
became ischemic. They could not talk about angry experiences with- 
out becoming angry again, without reliving their anger. Unfortu- 
nately, for people with coronary artery disease, that is dangerous. 
Why did this happen to some people and not others? Why do some 
people reexperience past angry experiences while others don't? Pre- 
sumably, anger is easily provoked, ready to surface with any oppor- 
tunity, in those who have a hostile personality. It is both a mark and 
a manifestation of being a hostile personality that remembered 
angry events would reinstitute the feelings that were felt. 


Leaving aside hostile people, any of us may find we are reliving a 
past emotional experience that we started out thinking we would 
just describe. I suspect this happens when that event was left unfin- 
ished. Take an example in which a wife gets angry with her husband 
for again coming home late for dinner without giving her any 
advance notice. If that argument ended without her feeling satisfied 
that her grievance had been dealt with (he didn't apologize, explain 
why he couldn't call, or promise not to do this again), she is likely to 
relive the experience at a later time. Thinking she is raising the topic 
again because she would now be able to talk about it dispassionately, 
she might well find her anger reemerging. This can also happen even 
when a given event was resolved if there has been a history of other 
unresolved angry events, creating a backlog of resentment waiting to 
be tapped. 


I don't mean to suggest that it is impossible to describe a past 
angry experience without becoming angry. It is possible if there is 


no backlog and if the specific event was resolved. It is even possible, 
when talking about the past emotional event, to use part of an anger 
expression to illustrate how one felt. I might tell my wife, for exam- 
ple, how frustrated and angry I was earlier in the day when I was try- 
ing to deal with the Internal Revenue Service, and was put into one 
voice mail after another. Let's suppose that I expressed my anger at 
the clerk who finally did talk to me, and I received a most gratifying 
apology. I might show an element of anger in my face—what I call 
a referential expression.” 

A referential expression refers to an emotion one is not feeling now; 
itis much like saying the word anger, but with the face. The expression 
does have to be transformed somewhat so that the person who sees the 
expression won't be confused and think the person is feeling angry 
now. Typically, this is done by using only a portion of the expression, 
and doing it very briefly. A referential anger expression might involve 
just the raised upper eyelids, or just pressed lips, or just lowered brows. 
If more than one of these elements is used, it not only might confuse 
the person seeing the expression, it might reinstitute the anger. As you 
should have found out by making the expressions described in the pre- 
vious chapter, if you put on your face all of the muscular movements 
for an emotion, that emotion will generally begin to occur. 


Violence 


Just as each emotion has a related mood that is saturated with that 
emotion, for each emotion there is a related psychopathological 
state, in which that emotion plays an important role. The common 
phrase emotional disorder recognizes this to be so. For sadness and 
agony the disorder is depression. In depression emotions are 
flooded, depressed people cannot regulate their sadness or agony, 
and it permeates and interfere with all aspects of their lives. The dis- 
order in which anger is so out of control that it interferes with the 
person's life is manifest in those who show certain forms of violence. 

There is not much agreement about just what constitutes vio- 
lence. Some scientists consider verbal attacks, insults, and ridicule to 
be forms of violence, and so their research does not separately exam- 
ine those who engage in strictly verbal attacks from those who 


attack physically. Similarly, there are aggressive behaviors that do 
not involve physical violence, such as being overly assertive or dom- 
inating, and many researchers do not separate aggressiveness from 
either physical violence or verbal abuse. Then there are those who 
destroy property in an act of violence, breaking chairs, glasses, and 
so forth. We don't know whether these are all due to the same 
causes, the same upbringing, for example, or mediated by the same 
brain activity. If that were so, we might expect to find that people 
who are verbally abusive are also aggressive and physically violent, 
but while that can happen, there are also people who show one and 
never show the other forms of violence. That suggests that it would 
be wise at this point in our study of violence to examine separately 
those who engage only in verbal abuse, those who show only highly 
aggressive but not abusive behaviors (not always easy to distinguish, 
I realize), and those who show physical violence. Only in that way 
can we determine if they have the same causes, and if one is a step 
to another. 


Even when restricting our focus to physical violence, there are 
many types to consider, only some of which might be signs of an 
emotional disorder. Society considers some violent acts socially use- 
ful. All but pacifists believe that sometimes war is justifiable. There 
also are occasions when individual violence is justified. When a 
police sharpshooter kills a person who is threatening the lives of the 
children he holds hostage, few would object to his violence, espe- 
cially if the person who is shot had already killed one or more of the 
children. It is not just the police who may be justified in killing; 
most would agree an individual can be violent if that is required to 
save the lives of family members, or even of strangers. Violence that 
does not prevent worse acts of violence, but is motivated by revenge 
or retribution, is understandable, although we do not approve of it 
as much. 


In a discussion of these ideas with my friend and colleague, the 
evolutionary philosopher Helena Cronin,” she pointed out that in 
all cultures, and in all times in history that we know of, certain 
forms of violence have been considered justifiable. Infidelity, sus- 
pected infidelity, and the threat of or actual rejection by a sexual 
partner are the most common causes of murder, and men kill women 


far more often than women kill men. Cronin, along with other evo- 
lutionary thinkers, attributes this to the man's nearly unavoidable 
uncertainty about whether he truly is the father of any offspring. 
Consistent with this viewpoint, one of the largest studies of homi- 
cides found that one in six solved homicides was a spousal homicide, 
with women being three-quarters of the victims. To my surprise, 
spousal killings were equally likely between legally married couples 
at all stages of a relationship and across all social and economic 
boundaries.” 


Murder to avenge unfair treatment by a boss is also committed 
much more often by men than women, because of the greater 
importance of status hierarchies in men as compared to women. 
Before we get too far afield from my focus—which is on violence 
that is the product of an emotional disorder—let me say that evolu- 
tionary thinking can help us understand why certain forms of vio- 
lence occur, who commits those violent acts, and why it is that the 
community may approve of them. Such forms of violence may be 
regrettable, or even legally punishable, but violence that has had 
adaptive value over the course of our evolution is not likely to be the 
result of an emotional disorder. 


A major difference among acts of violence is whether they are pre- 
meditated or impulsive. Either can be normal, even socially approved. 
Consider the person held captive, knowing that his victimizer has 
already murdered another one of his captives, who carefully plans an 
attack on his potential murderer. This is violence that is premeditated 
but not pathological, and it is socially approved. It may be less obvi- 
ous that impulsive violence can be socially approved, but it can have 
its place. When my daughter Eve was a toddler, she often ran out 
into the street without taking heed of cars coming her way. I cau- 
tioned her about this a number of times, but she, I think, had come 
to see this as almost a game, a way to get Dad really upset. One day 
it was only by fast action that I succeeded in pulling her to safety. 
Without thought, acting on impulse, I hit her and yelled at her never 
to do that again. It was the only time I ever hit her. While a few peo- 
ple might disapprove of my violent act, she never ran out into the 
street again. More than 90 percent of parents report having physi- 
cally punished their toddlers.” 


I have given instances of normal premeditated and impulsive vio- 
lence, but there also are abnormal versions of each. Killers, rapists, 
and torturers may plan their actions carefully, selecting whom they 
will victimize, and when and how they will do it. There are also 
impulsive spouse batterers, who hit without warning, without plan- 
ning. Both research on personality” and studies of brain activity” 
have found differences between impulsive and premeditated vio- 
lence. Clearly, both should be considered, although some research 
has failed to make that distinction. While it is important to consider 
whether the violence was impulsive or premeditated, that is not suf- 
ficient to isolate abnormal violence. 


A necessary ingredient is that such violence is also antisocial— 
disapproved of by society—but that may not always involve a men- 
tal disorder. Some have argued that antisocial violence committed in 
groups during adolescence should not be considered a mental disor- 
der, and the evidence does suggest that many of those who show 
such behavior do not continue to be violent in adulthood.” Simply 
being antisocial may not be a sign of mental illness of any kind, 
even when it occurs in adulthood. Instrumental violence, such as 
violence committed to gain money, although against the law, may 
not be a sign of what is called an Antisocial Personality Disorder, if 
the person is from a subculture that supports such behavior. Antiso- 
cial violence is necessary, I believe, but not sufficient for identifying 
violence that is the product of an emotional disorder. I would add 
the not-always-easy-to-determine requirement that the violence 
have no social support (thus exempting gang violence), and be either 
disproportionate to any provocation or without provocation. 


Antisocial violence that is the result of an emotional disorder may 
be chronic, or a single isolated incident in a life. The violent person 
may feel genuine remorse afterward, or no remorse. The violent per- 
son may act coolly, or in the heat of anger or rage. The target of the 
violence may have been carefully selected or chosen at random. The 
violence may include torture or not. I suspect that research should 
consider all of these factors, searching to see if there are different 
risk factors and different causes for these many different forms of 
antisocial violence. Regrettably, that has not been the case, as can be 


seen in the manual of psychiatric diagnostic criteria, DSM-IV, 
which identifies Intermittent Explosive Disorder (IED) as including 
"several discrete episodes of failure to resist aggressive impulses that 
result in serious assaultive acts or destruction of property; the degree 
of expressiveness during the episodes is grossly out of proportion to 
any precipitating psychosocial stresses. . . . The individual may 
describe the aggressive episodes as 'spells' or 'attacks' in which the 
explosive behavior is preceded by a sense of tension or arousal and is 
followed by a sense of relief."*° While I commend this definition of 
a type of violence—chronic, serious, out of proportion to provoca- 
tion—it is a mistake to combine both violence against people and 
destruction of property without evidence that both are due to the 
same causes. There is no way to discover whether that is so when the 
two are lumped together. 

While research on violence has not typically drawn distinctions as 
finely as I am suggesting, there is evidence that suggests multiple 
causes for violence. Environmental stress early in life, bad parenting, 
head injury, and genetic factors all have been found to be associated 
with many types of violence.” Which are most important for which 
kinds of violence, it is too early to say. It is likely that even when dis- 
tinctions are finely drawn, more than one cause will be found. For 
example, even if we were to limit ourselves to studying just chronic, 
antisocial physical violence, which does not involve torture but is a 
single brutal act, committed by a single enraged individual, with lit- 
tle provocation, impulsively, against a selected target, with subse- 
quent remorse, we are not likely to find a single cause. 


Recognizing Anger in Ourselves 


Let us turn now to consider what anger feels like on the inside. You 
need to feel angry right now so you can compare your feelings with 
what has been found about angry sensations. I cannot expect that 
simply looking at the photographs of the Canadian fighting or of 
Maxine Kenny will awaken feelings of anger in you. This is an 
important difference between anger and sadness/agony. Even a still 
photograph of a total stranger's agony calls forth our concern, but 


this is not so for anger. It takes more to feel angry. If you were there, 
if that anger was directed at you, you would feel either fear or anger, 
but seeing photographs won't do it. In a parallel fashion we feel 
sympathetic concern when we see someone who is in pain or anguish 
without needing to know the cause, but when we see anger we need 
to know the source of the anger before we sympathize with the 
angry person.” 

Here are two paths that may allow you to experience anger, one 
using memory and the other making an expression. 

Try to remember a time in your life when you were so angry that 
you nearly hit someone (or did hit someone). If that has never hap- 
pened, then try to remember a time in your life when you were so 
angry that your voice got much louder and you said something you 
later regretted. Since one seldom experiences only anger, you may 
have felt afraid (of the other person or of losing control) or disgusted 
(with the other person or yourself for losing control). You might have 
had a positive feeling such as triumph. For now try to focus on the 
moments when you just felt angry, and then try to experience those 
feelings again. It may help if you visualize the scene you remembered. 
When those feelings begin, let them grow as strongly as you can. After 
thirty seconds or so have passed, relax and consider what you felt. 

It is worth trying to make the movements described in the fol- 
lowing exercise to concentrate on what anger feels like in your face. 
Moreover, if the memory task didn't bring on angry sensations, 
making the face may achieve that. 


Imitate the facial movements of anger. (You might try using a mirror to 
check on whether you are making all of the muscle movements.) 


e Pull your eyebrows down and together; make certain that the inner 
corners go down toward your nose. 

e While holding those brows down, try to open your eyes wide, so 
that your upper eyelids push against your lowered eyebrows, star- 
ing hard. 


* Once you are confident that you are making the eyebrow and eyelid 
movements. relax the upper part of your face and concentrate on 
the lower part of your face. 

e Press your lips together tightly and tense your lips: don't pucker. 
just press. 

* Once you are confident that you are making the right lower-face 
movements, add in the upper face, lowering your eyebrows, pulling 
them together, and raising your upper eyelids to produce a stare. 


Angry sensations include feelings of pressure, tension, and heat. 
The heart rate increases, as does respiration; blood pressure rises, 
and the face may redden. If you are not speaking, there is a ten- 
dency to bite down hard, upper against lower teeth, and to thrust 
the chin forward. There is also an impulse to move forward toward 
the target of anger. These are the common shared sensations that 
most people feel. You may feel some of them more strongly than 
others. Now again try to experience anger (using either the mem- 
ory or facial movement task, whichever worked better), noting 
whether or not you feel the heat, pressure, tension, and biting- 
down sensations. 


Turn back and look again at the first picture in this chapter. Both 
angry men show lowered and drawn-together brows that are part of 
the anger display. The man on the right also shows the glaring eyes 
that mark anger. In both of these angry faces the jaw is tightly 
clenched and the teeth are exposed. The lips take on two different 
positions in anger. The lips may be open, as they are here, either 
square or rectangular in shape. Or the lips may be tightly closed, lip 
pressed against lip. 

In Papua New Guinea, when I asked them to show me what their 
face would look like if they were about to hit someone, people 
pressed their lips tightly together as they moved their arm to strike 


with an axe. Charles Darwin, more than a century ago, noted that 
we press our lips tightly together whenever we engage in any strong 
physical exertion. When I asked the New Guineans to show me 
what their faces would be like if they were controlling their anger, 
they would part their lips, as if talking or ready to talk. With 
middle-class Americans, I found the reverse pattern: they pressed 
their lips tightly together for controlled anger and opened their lips 
for uncontrolled anger. For these middle-class Americans, uncon- 
trolled anger meant hurting with words, not with fists, so the lips 
were pressed to prevent it in controlled anger. 


The two Canadian men in the photograph are showing open- 
mouth anger, in the moment after one of them has just hit the 
policeman. I suspect that in the moment before, when he actually 
hit the policeman, his lips were tightly pressed. 

One of the most important clues to anger is hard to see in a pho- 
tograph, although it is probably present in both angry men. The red 
margin of the lips becomes narrower in anger, the lips become thin- 
ner. This is a very hard action to inhibit, and it may betray anger 
even when there is no other sign. I have found it to be one of the 
earliest signs of anger, evident when a person has not yet become 
aware that he is angry. Nearly everyone has had the experience of 
someone else noticing that he is angry before he realized it himself. 
A person responded to a subtle sign in his face, or a tightening of his 
voice or increase in loudness. Because the lips become thinner in 
anger, we may mistakenly react to someone who has thin lips as if 
he is sullen, cold, or hostile. 


Look again at the photograph of Maxine Kenny. Her eyebrows 
are down and together, and her eyes are glaring. Her lips are parted, 
and her jaw is thrust forward, a fairly common sign of anger, which 
may be where the warning to boxers, "Don't lead with your jaw," 
came from. I have no idea why this movement is often part of an 
anger expression, but I am quite certain that it is. 


I photographed this young woman one day in the village that was 
my base camp in the New Guinea highlands. Although she did not 
know what a camera was, she obviously saw that I was paying atten- 
tion to her, and it seemed that such attention was unwelcome. Usu- 
ally embarrassment would be the response to such attention, but in 
this instance it clearly was not. I suspect that by paying attention to 
a single woman in public I was breaking a rule in that society and 
endangering both of us, but I can't be certain. 


I deliberately tried to provoke various emotions in these people, 
setting up my movie camera to record what would happen for my 
later analysis. One day I lunged at an adolescent boy with a rubber 
knife I had brought with me for just that purpose, but he saw imme- 
diately what it was, and the film shows his initial surprise and then 
amusement. For my own safety I decided not to provoke anger 
again, and I never saw another angry moment among these people. 
Although they were a peaceful culture, they did get angry, but not in 
the open, at least not when I was around. This is the only sponta- 
neous photograph I have of someone who is angry in this culture. 


The picture shows very well the glaring eyes of anger, with low- 
ered brows drawn together. She is also pressing her lips together. 
The woman to the left shows just the lowered and drawn-together 
brow. By itself, without the glaring eyes, this expression can mean 


many things. It is produced by what Darwin called the muscle of 
difficulty. He noticed, as have I, that any type of difficulty, mental 
or physical, causes this muscle to contract, lowering and drawing the 
eyebrows together. Perplexity, confusion, concentration, determina- 
tion—all may be shown by this action. It also occurs when someone 
is in bright light, as the brows are lowered to act as a sunshade. 


RESTRAINED ANGER 


I have not been able to find news photographs that show a more 
restrained anger, the kind often seen in ordinary life, before anger 
has gotten out of control. Yet there can be strong evidence of anger 
with very slight changes in the face, as this picture I took of myself 
shows. I took it twenty years ago, trying to produce an anger expres- 
sion without moving any of my facial features. I concentrated on 
tightening the muscles without letting them contract in a way that 
would be sufficient to pull the skin. I first tightened the muscle in 
my eyebrows, which if contracted would lower and pull them 
together. Then I tightened the muscles that would raise the upper 
eyelids. Finally I tightened the muscle in my lips, which did narrow 
the lips. It is not a friendly face; it is perhaps a highly controlled 
anger, or just an annoyed expression. Now we'll turn to the pictures 
showing the subtle signs of anger. 


B 
(NEUTRAL) 


Let's begin with the eyelids and eyebrows. In picture A the lower 
and upper eyelids have been tightened. It can be a subtle sign of 
controlled anger, or it may be just slight annoyance. It can also 
occur when there is no anger at all, but the person is literally or fig- 
uratively trying to focus on something or is concentrating intensely. 
Picture C is a composite photograph made by pasting lowered and 
slightly drawn-together brows from another picture (not shown 
here) onto the neutral picture B, which is provided for comparison. 
Photo C can also be a signal of controlled anger or slight annoyance. 
It could appear when a person is feeling slightly perplexed, concen- 
trating, or finding something difficult. Which it is will depend on 
the context. 


Picture D shows the combination of the two movements you saw 
above. The eyebrows are slightly lowered and drawn together, and 
the lower eyelids are slightly tensed. The tensed lower eyelids are not 


as strong as in picture A. You can see that they are tensed by com- 
paring picture D with the neutral photo B, noting how the lower 
eyelids have begun to cut off part of the lower rims of the irises. It 
is still possible that this might be perplexity or concentration, but 
more likely it is controlled anger or very slight anger. 

Picture E shows a very important additional action, the raising of 
the upper eyelids. This is a glare; and now there is little doubt that 
this is an anger sign, probably controlled anger. You saw this earlier 
in this chapter when I described my research on Type A personali- 
ties. Picture F shows the combination of the three actions—lowered 
brow, tensed lower eyelid, and raised upper eyelid—more strongly. 
This is a clear sign of anger. 


G 


Now let's look at signals in the jaws and lips. In anger the jaw is 
often thrust forward, as it is in picture G. This picture was made by 
pasting that movement (from another photograph not shown here) 
onto the neutral picture B. You can see this jaw thrust in the picture 
of Maxine Kenny, although she has also raised her upper lip and 
lowered her lower lip. 

In picture H the lips are pressed together with slight tensing of 
the lower eyelids. This can happen in very slight anger, or anger that 
is just beginning. It may also happen when someone is thinking 
about something. And in some people it is a mannerism that has lit- 
tle meaning. If there were no lower eyelid action, just a lip press, it 
would be very ambiguous. 


In picture I both lips are pressed together, as in photo H, plus the 
lower lip is being pushed up. This may be controlled anger or resig- 
nation, and some people use this as a sign of thinking, while in 
other people it is a frequent mannerism. President Clinton often 
showed this movement as a mannerism. In picture J the lip corners 
are tightened, plus the lower lip is being pushed up. When it is 
alone, as it is here, it is ambiguous; it may have any of the meanings 
of photo I. Because it is slightly asymmetrical, it might also have a 
contemptuous element. More about contempt is explained in chap- 
ter 8. 


I have used some pictures of myself, taken nearly thirty years ago, 
to show the very important movement of narrowing the red margins 
of the lips. Pictures L and M show this action, with picture K there 
for comparison of what my lips look like when they are relaxed. In 
photo M the lips are also parted as if in speech. This action of nar- 
rowing the lips is a very reliable sign of anger; it is often a very early 


sign of anger, or it may be highly controlled anger. It also seems to 
be difficult to inhibit. 

The last way in which anger can be registered in the mouth you 
saw in the Canadian demonstrators and in Maxine Kenny; the upper 
lip is raised and the lower lip lowered, and the lips are narrowed. The 
mouth has a square appearance. 


Using the information from Expressions 


Let us consider how you can use the information you may pick up 
from the signs of anger shown in this chapter. Let me repeat again 
what I said in the last chapter, because it is even more important to 
consider when dealing with anger than when you spot signs of 
anguish or sadness. Expressions do not tell you what is generating 
the emotion, only that the emotion is occurring. When you see that 
someone is angry, you don't know what made the person angry. It is 
obvious in the pictures of the Canadian demonstrators and Maxine 
Kenny. But let's suppose someone shows an angry expression when 
you are talking with him or her. Is the anger directed at you? Is it 
something you have done, now or in the past, or something the 
angry person thinks you are planning to do? Or might the anger be 
directed inwardly; is the angry person angry with him- or herself? 
Another possibility is that the anger is at a third party, someone 
mentioned in the conversation, or perhaps someone not mentioned 
but who has come to mind. 


There is no way for you to tell from the expression itself. Some- 
times it will be obvious from what has been happening, what has 
been said or not said, what has already occurred or is likely to occur. 
Sometimes you won't know. Knowing the person is angry is itself 
very important, for anger is the most dangerous emotion to others, 
but you won't always be certain if you are the target of the anger. 


Some of the subtlest signs of anger (photos A, C, and D) might 
also be signs of perplexity or concentration. There are also anger 
expressions where it is not certain if the anger is slight, just beginning, 
or being controlled (photos G, H, I, L, and M, as well as my picture 
on page 138). I will return to them later. First, let's focus on what you 
might do when you spot an expression that is clear, where there is no 


doubt from the expression that the person is angry, such as shown in 
photos E and F. I have used the same examples I described at the end 
of the last chapter so the reader will be able to see how different the 
choices are when you spot anger as compared to anguish or sadness. 
You will also see that what you consider depends in large part on your 
relationship to the person who shows anger, whether you are that per- 
son's supervisor, supervisee, friend, lover, parent, or offspring. 


Most emotional expressions last about two seconds; some are as 
short as a half second, some may last as long as four seconds, but 
rarely are they shorter or longer. The duration of an expression is 
usually related to the strength of the expression. So a long-duration 
expression typically signals a more intense feeling than a briefer one. 
There are exceptions, though. A very brief, intense expression (pho- 
tos E and F) suggests that the person is concealing the emotion; that 
concealment might be the result of a deliberate effort or uncon- 
sciously guided repression. The very brief expression doesn't tell us 
whether the person is deliberately or unconsciously changing the 
face, only that the emotion is concealed. A long-duration slight 
expression (photos G, H, I, L, M, and my picture on page 138) is a 
sign of deliberately controlled emotion. If one of those expressions 
were shown for only a half second or a second, it would more likely 
be a slight feeling of anger or anger just beginning, rather than more 
controlled anger. What I have been describing about the duration of 
an expression, and how it relates to the strength of the emotion, 
whether the emotion is being controlled, or is slight, applies not just 
to anger, but to all of the emotions. 


Let's say you deliver the news to someone you supervise that he is 
not getting a promotion, and the person shows a clear-cut anger 
expression. If he shows an expression such as E or F, or an even 
stronger expression, he probably would know he is angry, especially 
if it is on his face for more than a fraction of a second. Since you just 
delivered unwelcome news, you are probably the target of his anger, 
but not necessarily. Perhaps he is angry with himself for having 
failed to do what was needed to get the promotion. Before he speaks 
you don't know if he thinks the decision was an unfair one; even 
when he does reply you may not know, for he may have decided it is 
not in his interest to tell you how he is feeling, at least not then. 


Unless you know that person well, don't assume he is taking such a 
step back to consider whether he wishes to go along with his anger, 
what I called emotional attentiveness; that is not a developed capac- 
ity in most people. So, what do you do? 

You could ignore his show of anger, acting as if it didn't happen, 
but taking heed of it and being cautious about what else you say and 
how you say it. It isn't always or even often the case that you want to 
confront someone who is angry by saying something like, "Why are 
you angry with me?" or even the slightly less confrontational, "Are 
you angry?" Such remarks are an invitation for someone to say 
something mean-spirited, or act in an angry fashion, and that is not 
always in your interest or the interest of the angry person. Not that 
grievances or offenses should be ignored, but they may be more 
readily dealt with once the moment of anger has passed. A some- 
what better version of the "Why are you angry with me?" question 
would be to say, "My decision may well have made you angry, and I 
regret that. Tell me if there is anything else I can do that would be 
of help." In this response you acknowledge his anger rather than 
challenge it, and you indicate your interest in seeing if you can be 
helpful despite your unwanted decision. 


Returning to the prior example, suppose your teenage daughter 
showed this same expression when you told her she cannot go to her 
friend's house that evening, because you need her to baby-sit her 
younger brother while you and your husband attend a suddenly 
called neighborhood meeting. Is she angry at you for frustrating her 
plans? Most likely, but she might be angry at herself for caring so 
much about it. How you would respond depends on the nature of 
your relationship with your daughter, her personality and yours, and 
the past history of your relationship with her. Yet I believe there is 
more reason to deal with her anger than would generally be so in a 
work situation. That doesn't mean that you should comment on her 
anger, or challenge her right to be angry. Quite the contrary, you 
might sympathize with her frustration and explain further why the 
meeting is so important, and how, because you had no notice, you 
had to make this imposition. If that is the consequence, then her 
anger has done its job. It brought an offense to your attention, let 
you know it was important, and led you to respond by explaining 


the circumstances. You could go further and say how you will make 
it up to her in some other way. 

Whenever you see an emotional expression that the person does 
not also express in words, you are in a sense taking information that 
the person has not acknowledged, for which the person has not 
taken responsibility. The supervisee in the work example might be 
doing all he can to control his anger. You won't make that easier by 
confronting him about it. In a business setting you might not want 
to deal directly with a supervisee's anger, especially with someone 
who is not being advanced. Of course, it could be someone who you 
still hope will advance, and there might be some benefit from deal- 
ing with his feelings, but you might want to deal with them later. 
The next day you could say, "I know that was bad news, and I 
expect it was disappointing. I had the impression you were upset [it 
bothered you], and wondered if it would help to talk about it." 


Another choice would be to say, "I would be glad to talk to you 
now or at a later time about how you feel about it." Again, by not 
using the label anger, you reduce the chance of anger being 
expressed in a way he might regret, but you also give him the chance 
to talk about his concerns when he feels comfortable doing so. If 
you know your daughter to be someone who has a hard time han- 
dling her anger, you might use a variant on this response, giving her 
the choice as to when she wants to talk about it. Couples may also 
find that they want to note the anger, but reserve discussion about it 
for a specified later time when there is less likelihood that the anger 
will generate hurtful words, angry replies, or defensiveness. 


We often think we know why someone has become angry with 
us, but our version of the grievance may not match the other per- 
son's version. While avoiding what makes someone angry leads to 
resentments, building a backlog of trouble, rarely should the matter 
be dealt with when one or both people are in the heat of their anger. 
If it is so urgent that the matter must be dealt with at once, and it 
cannot be postponed until a cooler moment, then it is important 
that both people try to be certain that they are past the refractory 
period. Otherwise, the discussion is bound only to fuel the anger, 
not focus on what the problem is and how it can be solved. 


It can also be important to recognize and consider how different 


the situation can be when the power is reversed from the examples I 
have discussed. Suppose you were the supervisee who just learned 
that you didn't get the promotion, and when your supervisor said 
this, she showed an angry expression. It is likely she is angry with 
you, but she could be angry with herself about being in the spot of 
having to deliver such bad news, or at someone else in the organiz- 
ation. In any case, a subordinate in most organizations does not 
enjoy the right to comment on a superior's anger. The most you 
might be entitled to say, after expressing your disappointment, is 
something like, "I would appreciate the opportunity to learn from 
you, at a time you deem appropriate, about anything I might have 
done that has displeased you or the organization." The idea here is 
not to label the anger, but to acknowledge it and show concern for 
feedback, while making it easy for the supervisor to defer telling you 
about it until a moment when she is not feeling angry. 


All that I have suggested about what to do when you spot an anger 
expression applies as well to expressions in which it is not certain 
whether the expression is slight anger, controlled anger, or anger that is 
just beginning (photos G, H, and I). The only difference is that if you 
have reason to believe it is anger that is just beginning, let us say just 
the narrowing of the lips shown in pictures L and M, you have more 
of an opportunity to consider whether there might be something you 
could do or say that would interrupt the anger before it gets stronger. 


The expression shown in photo C, the lowered, drawn-together 
eyebrows, merits special comment. You saw another version of this 
action in the woman sitting to the left of the New Guinea woman 
who was glaring at me. Although it may be a sign of very slight 
anger, it may also occur under many difficult situations. If someone 
is lifting something heavy, or trying to solve a difficult math prob- 
lem, this action may well be shown. It may be shown with difficulty 
of nearly any kind. If you are speaking and the other person shows 
this for a moment, it may be a sign that he or she doesn't quite 
understand what you are saying, or needs to work hard to follow 
your line of conversation. It can be a useful signal that you should 
explain what you are saying in a different way. 


I could not explain all that should be considered when you spot 
an anger expression. My examples are only meant to suggest that 


there are many possibilities, and some responses you might consider. 
Which are applicable will depend on who you and the other person 
are, and the specifics of the situation. Admittedly, much of what I 
have suggested about how to respond when we note another person's 
anger is not established firmly by research. I have contradicted ideas 
prevalent some years ago that we should learn how to fight fairly, but 
not avoid the fight. My own experience suggests that this is more 
than can be expected from most people, and isn't necessarily the best 
or most certain way to deal with whatever is generating the anger. 
The grievances must be considered, but not, I suggest, in the heat of 
anger. 


Surprise 
and Fear 


Surprise is the briefest of all the emo- 
tions, lasting only a few seconds at most. In a moment surprise 
passes as we figure out what is happening, and then surprise merges 
into fear, amusement, relief, anger, disgust, and so forth, depending 
upon what it was that surprised us, or it may be followed by no emo- 
tion at all if we determine that the surprising event was of no conse- 
quence. It is rare to see a photograph of surprise. Because it is 
unexpected and the experience is brief, a photographer is rarely 
ready to shoot and even if he is he may not be fast enough to capture 
it once something surprising happens. Press photographs usually 
show reenacted or posed surprise. 


The New York Post photographer Lou Liotta gave this account of 
how he was able to get this prize-winning photograph of two sur- 
prised men: 

"I got a call to go over to this building where a woman was doing 
a promotional stunt. I got there late, as she was being raised up to 
the top of the building, holding on to a cable with her teeth. I put a 
long lens on my camera, and I could see there was a strained look on 
her face. Her body was spinning around. I saw her lose her grip and 
followed her down—like you do covering a horse race or some other 
action. I took one picture." 

Fortunately, the woman in this photo survived, though in falling 


thirty-five feet onto wooden planks she broke both wrists and ankles 
and injured her spine. Our interest, however, is in the emotion felt 
by the two fellows facing the camera. Surprise can only be triggered 
by a sudden, unexpected event, as happened here. When an unex- 
pected event unfolds slowly, we aren't surprised. It must be sudden, 
and we must be unprepared. The men who saw the stuntwoman fall 
had no warning, no idea ahead of time of what was going to happen. 


Years ago, when I first taught medical students how to understand 
and recognize the emotions, I would try to arouse a different emo- 
tion in each class meeting. To surprise them, I once had a belly 
dancer emerge from behind a screen, stamping her feet and clanging 
her finger cymbals. She would not have been surprising if she had 
come onstage at a nightclub featuring Turkish dancing, but in a 
medical school class she was out of context, and her sudden and 
noisy appearance triggered surprise. 


We don't have much time to mobilize our efforts deliberately in 
order to manage our behavior when we are surprised. That rarely is a 
problem unless we are in a situation in which we shouldn't be sur- 
prised. For example, if we have claimed to know all about something, 
and we react with surprise when a feature we should have known about 
is suddenly, unexpectedly revealed, then it might be obvious that we 
were claiming more than we actually knew. In a classroom a student 


might claim to have read the optional readings that were assigned, 
when, in fact, she hasn't. Her surprise when the teacher reveals some- 
thing quite unexpected in those readings could betray her lie. 

Some emotion scholars do not consider surprise to be an emotion 
because they say it is neither pleasant nor unpleasant, and they claim 
that all emotions must be one or the other. I disagree; I think sur- 
prise feels like an emotion to most people. In that moment or two 
before we figure out what is occurring, before we switch to another 
emotion or no emotion, surprise itself can feel good or bad. Some 
people never want to be surprised, even if it is by a positive event. 
They tell people never to surprise them. Others love being sur- 
prised; they deliberately leave many things unplanned so that they 
can often experience the unexpected. They seek experiences in which 
it is likely they will be surprised. 

My own doubt about whether surprise is an emotion arises from 
the fact that its timing is fixed.* Surprise can't last more than a few 
seconds at most, which is not so for any of the other emotions. They 
can be very brief, but they can also endure much longer. Fear, which 
often follows surprise, can be extremely brief, but it can also endure 
for quite a long time. When I had to wait for a few days to learn 
from the results of a biopsy whether or not I had cancer, and if so, 
how far the disease had progressed, I had long, prolonged periods of 
fear. I was not afraid for the entire four days I waited, but there were 
recurrent periods in which I felt afraid for many seconds and some- 
times for minutes. Fortunately, the biopsy was negative. I then felt 
relief, an enjoyable emotion that I discuss in chapter 9. 

1 think it makes sense to include surprise in our discussion of emo- 
tions, just noting that it has its own special characteristic—a fixed, 


*Another reason to question whether surprise is an emotion is my failure, as described in chapter 1, to 
find that the New Guineans I studied could distinguish it from fear. When I told them the story about 
fear, they were just as likely to pick the surprise as the fear photograph. When they were told the sur- 
prise story, they did pick the surprise face more often than any of the others. In another study we told 
them the stories and asked them to show it on their face—to pose the emotions. We then showed these 
poses to American college students. The Americans recognized the expressions of anger, disgust, sad- 
ness, and happiness, but when shown either a New Guinean's fear or surprise pose, they were just as 
likely to call it fear or surprise. I can't really explain why these problems occurred. The fact that this 
problem did occur, and that when my colleague Karl Heider tried these tasks with another New 
Guinea group there were also similar problems with surprise, raises doubts as to how well surprise is 
really distinguished from fear. 


limited duration. Each of the emotions we have considered so far also 
has its own unique characteristics. Sadness-agony is unique in at least 
two ways: There are two sides to this emotion that often alternate, the 
resigned feeling of sadness and the agitated agony; and this emotion 
can last much longer than others. Anger differs from all other emo- 
tions in being the most dangerous to others because of the potential 
for violence. And we will see that contempt, disgust, and the many 
types of enjoyment have characteristics not shared with any of the 
other emotions. In that sense, each emotion has its own story. 


While surprise is an emotion, startle is not, although many people 
use that word interchangeably with surprise. They don't look the 
same; the startle expression is the exact opposite of the surprise 
expression. I fired a blank pistol to trigger startle in my unsuspecting 
research subjects.' Nearly immediately their eyes closed tightly (in 
surprise they open wide), their brows lowered (in surprise the eye- 
brows are raised), and their lips stretched tensely (in surprise the jaw 
drops open). In all of the other emotional expressions, the most 
extreme expression resembles a moderate expression of the emotion, 
showing more intense muscular contractions. Fury is a more intense 
expression than anger, terror than fear, etc. The difference in the 
startled and surprised expressions implies that being startled is not 
simply a more extreme state of surprise. 


Startle differs from surprise in three other ways. First, the timing 
of the startle is even more constrained than surprise—the expression 
is always apparent in one-quarter of a second and is over in one-half 
of a second. It is so fast that if you blink you will miss seeing some- 
one's startle. The timing is not fixed in any emotion. Second, being 
told you are about to be startled by a very loud noise reduces, in 
most people, the magnitude of the reaction, but doesn't eliminate it. 
You can't be surprised if you know what is going to happen. Third, 
no one can inhibit the startle reaction, even if one is told exactly 
when a loud noise will occur. Most people can inhibit all but the 
subtlest signs of an emotion, especially if they are prepared ahead of 
time. Startle is a physical reflex, rather than an emotion. 


The caption with the extraordinary photograph on page 152 says, 
"In May, a military truck carrying over one hundred youths, keeled 


over under its heavy load in Surabaya, East Java. The passengers 


were supporters of local football club Persebaya, who were enjoying 
a free ride home and waving flags to celebrate their team's victory. 
The truck—one of twenty-four made available by a military com- 
mander—capsized after only one kilometer. Most of the passengers 
escaped unharmed, but twelve of them had to be hospitalized with 
minor injuries." Fear is shown on the faces of these youths, most 
clearly on the driver. If the photograph had been taken a moment 
earlier, we might have seen surprise on their faces, unless the truck 
began to tip over slowly. 


There has been more research on fear than any other emotion, 
probably because it is easy to arouse fear in nearly any animal, 
including the rat (a favorite species for researchers because they are 
inexpensive and easy to maintain). The threat of harm, either phys- 
ical or psychological harm, characterizes all fear triggers, theme and 
variations. The theme is danger of physical harm, and variations can 
be anything that we learn is likely to harm us in any way, whether 
physical or psychological threats. Just as physical restraint is an 
unlearned trigger for anger, there are unlearned triggers for fear: 
something hurling through space quickly, which will hit us if we 


don't duck; the sudden loss of support, so that we fall through 
space. The threat of physical pain is an unlearned trigger for fear, 
although during the moment of pain itself no fear may be felt. 

The sight of snakes could be another unlearned, universal trigger. 
Remember the studies by Ohman that I described in chapter 1, which 
showed that we are biologically prepared to become more afraid of 
reptilian shapes than guns or knives. Yet a substantial number of peo- 
pie do not appear to be afraid of snakes; just the opposite, they enjoy 
physical contact even with poisonous snakes. I am tempted to suggest 
that being in a very high place where a false step might lead to a fall is 
another unlearned trigger. I have always been terrified of such situa- 
tions, but this is not a fear trigger for a substantial number of people. 


Perhaps there is no inborn fear stimulus present in everyone. There 
always are a few people who don't show what we see in nearly every- 
one else, whether it is in the stimulus that calls forth any emotion, or 
in the most common emotional response. Individuals differ in nearly 
every aspect of human behavior, and emotions are no exception. 

We can learn to become afraid of nearly anything. There is no ques- 
tion that some people fear things that, in fact, do not pose any danger, 
such as a child's fear of the dark. Adults, as well as children, can have 
groundless fears. For example, attaching electrodes to someone's chest 
to measure cardiac activity (an EKG or electrocardiogram) can alarm 
people who do not know that the apparatus records but does not 
deliver electrical activity. People who think they will be shocked will 
experience real, though groundless, fear. It requires a well-developed 
capacity for compassion to respect, feel sympathetic toward, and 
patiently reassure someone who is afraid of something of which we are 
not afraid. Instead, most of us dismiss such fears. We do not need to 
feel another person's fear to accept it and help the other person cope 
with his or her fear. Good nurses understand their patients’ fear; able 
to see the patients’ perspectives, they are able to reassure them. 


We can do nearly anything or nothing when we are afraid, 
depending upon what we have learned in the past about what can 
protect us in the situation in which we find ourselves. Studies of 
other animals, and what we find in research on how humans are 
bodily prepared to act, suggest that evolution may favor two very 
different actions—hiding and fleeing. During fear, blood goes to 


the large muscles in the legs, preparing us to flee.” That doesn't 
mean we will flee, only that evolution has prepared us to do what 
has been most adaptive in the past history of our species. 

Many animals first freeze when confronted by a danger, such as a 
potential predator, presumably because that decreases the likelihood 
that they will be noticed. I saw this when I approached a group of 
monkeys in a large cage. Most of the monkeys froze as I got close, in 
an effort to avoid detection. When I moved even closer, so that the 
direction of my gaze made it obvious which monkey I was looking 
at, that monkey then fled. 


If we do not freeze or flee, the next most likely response is to 
become angry at whatever threatened us.? It is not uncommon to 
experience fear and anger in rapid succession. There is no certain sci- 
entific evidence about whether we are capable of experiencing two 
emotions at the same instant, but in practice it may not matter. We can 
alternate between fear and anger (or any other emotions) so rapidly 
that the feelings merge. If the person threatening us seems to be more 
powerful, we are likely to feel fear rather than anger; but we may still, 
at moments, or after escaping, be angry with the person who threat- 
ened harm. We may also be angry with ourselves for becoming afraid, 
if we believe that we should have been able to deal with the situation 
without fear. For the same reason we may be disgusted with ourselves. 


Sometimes there is nothing we can do when faced with great 
harm—the truck driver in the Surabaya photo is in that situation. 
Unlike the people sitting on top of the truck who could focus their 
attention on how to jump, he could do nothing; yet the threat of 
harm was great. However, something very interesting happens when 
we are able to cope with an immediate, severe threat, which is the 
situation the people on top of the bus experienced. The unpleasant 
sensations and thoughts that characterize fear may not be experi- 
enced, but instead consciousness may focus us on the task at hand, 
coping with the threat. 


For example, when I first went to Papua New Guinea in 1967, I 
had to charter a single-engine airplane to take me on the last leg of 
my journey to a missionary landing strip, from which I would walk 
to the village where I would be living. Although by then I had taken 


many flights to many different parts of the world, I remained a bit 
afraid of flying, enough not to be able to relax, let alone sleep, even 
on a long journey. I worried about having to take a single-engine 
plane, but there was no choice; there were no roads to where I was 
going. Once we were up in the air, the eighteen-year-old bush pilot, 
next to whom I was sitting in the two-seater plane, informed me 
that the ground people had radioed him that the wheels had fallen 
off the airplane on takeoff. We had to return, he said, and slide into 
the dirt on the side of the runway. Because the plane might catch 
fire on impact, he told me I should be prepared to jump. He 
instructed me to open the door slightly to prevent it from jamming 
on impact when we crash-landed, which might prevent me from get- 
ting out. He told me to be careful not to let the door swing com- 
pletely open, for then I might be thrown out. Needless to say, there 
were no seat belts. 


As we circled the airfield preparing to land, I felt no unpleasant 
sensations and had no frightening thoughts about my possible 
doom. Instead, I thought about how amazing it was to have come 
so far, to have traveled for more than two days, and now less than 
an hour from my destination not make it. It seemed ludicrous, not 
frightening, in the minutes before we crash-landed. I watched as 
the fire brigade pulled onto the landing strip to greet our return; as 
we tore into the dirt, I gripped the door handle tightly, keeping the 
door ajar but not fully open. Then it was over. No fire; death and 
injury were avoided. Within fifteen minutes we had unloaded my 
gear from the badly damaged plane, put it into another plane, and 
taken off. Suddenly, I felt worried that this scene would be 
replayed, literally, and this time I wouldn't make it. 


Since my crash-landing experience, I have interviewed others 
who, though in extreme danger, did not experience unpleasant sen- 
sations and thoughts. What distinguishes their experiences and mine 
from dangerous situations in which fear was felt is whether or not 
anything could be done to cope with the danger. If so, then fear 
may not have been felt. If not, if there is nothing to do but wait to 
see if one survives, then people are likely to feel terror. If I had not 
had to concentrate on holding that airplane door slightly ajar, 


tensed, ready to jump, I think I would have been terrified during the 
crash landing. It is when we can't do anything that we are most 
likely to experience the most overwhelming fear, not when we are 
focused on dealing with an immediate threat. 

Recent research has found three ways in which fear differs 
depending on whether the threat is immediate or impending.* First, 
the different threats result in different behavior: immediate threat 
usually leads to action (freezing or flight) that deals with the threat, 
while worry about an impending threat leads to increased vigilance 
and muscular tension. Second, the response to an immediate threat 
is often analgesic, reducing pain sensations, while worry about an 
impending threat magnifies pain. And last, there is some evidence to 
suggest that an immediate threat and an impending threat each 
involve different areas of brain activity.* 

Panic stands in marked contrast to a person's response to an 
immediate threat. Writing this chapter was interrupted when I had 
to undergo abdominal surgery to remove a portion of my colon. I 
felt no fear until the date of the surgery was scheduled. Then, dur- 
ing the five days between the date being set and the surgery being 
done, I experienced a series of panic attacks. I felt extreme fear, 
shortness of breath, and coldness, and I became totally preoccupied 
with the dreaded event. As I mentioned in chapter 5, I had had 
major surgery thirty years earlier, and due to a medical mistake 
experienced extreme unrelieved, unmedicated pain, so I had reason 
to dread going into an operating room once again. These panic 
attacks lasted anywhere from ten minutes to a few hours. On the 
day I reported into the hospital for the surgery, however, I felt no 
panic or fear of any kind, for now I was doing something about it. 

The family of fearful experiences can be distinguished in terms 
of three factors: 


e intensity—how severe is the harm that is threatened? 

e timing—is the harm immediate or impending? 

e coping—are there actions that can be taken to reduce or elimi- 
nate the threat? 


*Some researchers use the term anxiety to refer to response to an impending threat, a personality trait, 
or an emotional disorder, bur I reserve the term anxiety to describe a mood. 


Unfortunately, no research has considered all three factors at 
once, making it difficult to know exactly which type of fearful expe- 
rience has been studied. News photographs of fear provide some 
clues, often revealing the intensity of the threat, whether it is imme- 
diate or impending, and the potential for coping. In the bus photo- 
graph we can presume the driver is feeling terror—the danger is 
intense and he cannot cope, trapped in the bus and unable to jump 
free. The driver's facial expression is one I had identified as universal 
for fear. Some of the others who are coping with the threat, those in 
the midst of jumping or preparing to jump, do not show this expres- 
sion but show more of an attentive, focused look, which I suspect 
characterizes coping with an immediate threat. Photographs of peo- 
ple anticipating a threat show an expression similar to but less 
intense than the bus driver's terror. 


When we feel any type of fear, when we are conscious of being 
afraid, it is hard to feel anything else or think about anything else for 
a time. Our mind and our attention are focused on the threat. When 
there is an immediate threat, we focus until we have eliminated it, or 
if we find that we can't, our feelings may turn into terror. Anticipat- 
ing the threat of harm can also monopolize our consciousness for 
long periods of time, or such feelings may be episodic, returning 
from time to time, breaking into our thoughts when we are dealing 
with other matters, as it did during those days when I waited to 
learn the results of the biopsy. Panic attacks are always episodic; if 
they were to continue unabated for days, the experience might be so 
debilitating that the panicked person would die from exhaustion. 


An immediate threat of harm focuses our attention, mobilizing 
us to cope with the danger. If we perceive an impending threat, our 
worry about what might happen can protect us, warning us, making 
us more vigilant. The facial expressions when we are worried about 
impending harm, or terrified if the threat is severe, notifies others 
that a threat is lurking, warning them to avoid harm or recruiting 
them to help us deal with the threat. If we look worried or terrified 
when someone attacks us or is about to attack us, that may cause 
the attacker to back off, satisfied that we will not further pursue 
whatever provoked the attacker. (Of course, that may not always be 
the result. An attacker looking for an easy victim may interpret a 


fearful expression as a sign that we won't fight back and will be eas- 
ily overcome.) Signs of our panic should motivate others to help or 
reassure us. 

The core of fear is the possibility of pain, physical or psychological, 
but pain itself is not considered by any emotion theorist or researcher 
to be an emotion. Why, some might ask, is pain not an emotion? It 
certainly can be a very strong feeling that focuses our attention. Silvan 
Tomkins's answer to this question, written forty years ago, is still a 
good one. Pain, he said, was too specific to be an emotion. With many 
kinds of pain we know exactly where it hurts. But where are anger, 
fear, worry, terror, or sadness/agony located in our body? Like erotic 
feelings, when we feel pain, we make no mistake (unless it is referred 
pain) about where we feel it. If we cut our finger, we don't rub our 
elbow to soothe the pain, any more than we are indiscriminate about 
which parts of our body we want to stimulate when we are sexually 
aroused. Pain and sex are both extraordinarily important, and we feel 
many emotions about them, but they themselves are not emotions. 


Earlier in this chapter, when discussing surprise, I said that some 
people enjoy being surprised. Each of the so-called negative emo- 
tions can be positive in the sense that some people enjoy experienc- 
ing them. (That is why I think it is misleading just to divide 
emotions into positive and negative, as many emotion theorists do.) 

Some people actually appear to enjoy feeling fearful. Novels and 
movies that scare people are very popular. I have sat in movie the- 
aters turned away from the screen to watch the faces of audiences 
and seen worry, sometimes even terror, along with enjoyment. In our 
research, we have shown people scary movie scenes while they sat 
alone in a room, their expressions recorded with a hidden video cam- 
era. We found that those who are showing the fearful face display 
not just the expression but also the physiology—increased heart rate 
and blood going to the large muscles in the legs—of being fearful.” 


One could argue that these people are not really in danger, and 
they know that they will not be harmed. But there are people who go 
beyond the vicarious, who seek fearful experiences, who even enjoy 
risking death in the sports they pursue. I don't know if it is fear that 
they enjoy, or the excitement often associated with taking such risks, 
or the relief and pride in their accomplishment they feel afterward. 


There are also people who are just the opposite, for whom fearful 
feelings are so toxic that they take extraordinary efforts to avoid feeling 
them. For every emotion there are people who enjoy experiencing the 
emotions and their opposites, people who can't tolerate feeling them, 
as well as many people who do not seek to experience the emotion but 
who do not find its experience in most instances particularly toxic. 


Each of the emotions we have considered so far plays a role in a 
more enduring mood that may last for many hours. When we feel 
sad for a long time, we are in a blue mood. When we are easily 
angered, looking for something about which to become angry, we 
are in an irritable mood. I use the term anxiety for the mood in 
which we feel worried and don't know why we are feeling that way; 
we can't point to the trigger. Although we feel as if we are in danger, 
we don't know what to do about it since we can't identify the threat. 


Like the blue mood, melancholic personality, and depression 
related to sadness-agony and the irritable mood, hostile personality, 
and pathological violence related to anger, fear has anxious moods, 
shy or timid personalities, and a number of disorders that I describe 
below. Extreme shyness, for example, is said to characterize about 15 
percent of the population. Such people are preoccupied with how 
they may fail to deal with social situations; they avoid social contact 
and have low self-esteem, elevated stress hormones, and high heart 
rate. They are also at increased risk for heart disease.’ One prominent 
researcher, Jerome Kagan, suggests that parents typically distinguish 
three different fear-related traits: parents call children who avoid peo- 
ple shy, those who avoid unfamiliar situations timid, and those who 
avoid unfamiliar food finicky.’ Many researchers distinguish two 
types of shyness, rather than three: the self-conscious shy, who are 
conflicted about whether to approach or avoid strangers and novel sit- 


uations, and the fearful shy, who avoid strangers and novel situations.” 


There are a number of emotional disorders in which fear plays a 
major role. Phobias are the most obvious and perhaps the best 
known; they are characterized by fear of interpersonal events or situ- 
ations, of death, injury, illness, blood, of animals, and of places such 
as crowds, closed spaces, etc. Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is 
considered to be the result of having been in extreme danger, which 
is followed by persistent reexperiencing of the traumatic event and 


avoiding events associated with the trauma. PTSD is usually accom- 
panied by difficulty in sleep and in concentration, as well as angry 
outbursts. Panic attacks that occur repeatedly are another emotional 
disorder involving worry or terror. They often appear with no appar- 
ent reason and can be quite incapacitating. Pathological anxiety is 
still another emotional disorder that differs from normal anxious 
moods in terms of being more recurrent, persistent, and intense, 
interfering with such basic life tasks as working and sleeping. 


Recognizing Fear in Ourselves 


In the sadness chapter I suggested that looking at the picture of Bet- 
tye Shirley might generate sad feelings in the viewer. I don't think 
that happens when we look at people who show anger; I also don't 
think it happens when we look at people who show fear. However, 
give it a try. Look at the truck driver's expression, and if that begins 
to generate any sensations, let them grow. If that doesn't work, try 
imagining yourself in his situation, and if that begins to generate 
sensations, let them grow. 


If looking at the picture didn't work, try to remember a time in 
your life when there was an intense, immediate danger, and there 
was nothing you could do to reduce the threat. Perhaps you were on 
an airplane flight, and the weather got choppy, and there were sud- 
den drops during air pockets. As you begin to remember the experi- 
ence, let your sensations grow. 

If trying to remember a scene from your past didn't work, then 
try the following exercise: 


Imitate the facial movements of fear. (You may need to use a mirror to 
check on whether you are making the correct movements.) 


e Raise your upper eyelids as high as you can, and if you are able, 
also slightly tense your lower eyelids: if tensing your lower eyelids 
interferes with raising your upper eyelids, then just focus on rais- 
ing your upper eyelids. 


Let your jaw drop open, and stretch your lips horizontally back 
toward your ears; your mouth should look like the bus driver's 
mouth. 

If you can't do this after trying a few times, then just let your jaw 
hang open and don't try to stretch your lips horizontally. 

With your upper eyelids raised as high as they can go, staring 
straight ahead, raise your eyebrows as high as you can; try to see if 
you can also pull your eyebrows together while you keep your 
brows raised: if you can't do both, then just keep the eyebrows 
raised with your upper eyelids raised. 


Pay attention to the feelings in your face, in your stomach, in your 
hands and your legs. Check on your breathing, and whether your face 
and hands feel cool or warm. 


You may find that your hands get colder, that you begin to 
breathe more deeply and rapidly, that you begin to sweat, and per- 
haps that you feel trembling or tightening of the muscles in your 
arms and legs. And you might feel your face or body beginning to 
move back in the chair. 

Usually when you are terrified you know it, but you may not be as 
familiar with the sensations that accompany slight worry, when the 
threat is in the future and is not severe. (I believe that the sensations 
are similar to terror, but much less intense. However, no research 
has yet been done to see if worry and terror are associated with dif- 
ferent subjective experiences.) 


Let's try now to evoke the sensations you feel when you are wor- 
ried. Recall a situation in which you were anticipating something 
harmful happening, something that wouldn't be a disaster, but cer- 
tainly something you would like to avoid. You might have worried 
about having a wisdom tooth pulled or a colonoscopy performed. 
The worry might be about whether the report you wrote will be 
evaluated as highly as you hope. You might be worried about how 
you did on the math final exam. When you have such an experi- 
ence in mind—remember it is in the future, you are anticipating it, 
and at this point you can't do anything to prevent the possible 


harm—again focus on what the sensations are that you feel within 
your face and body. They should be a much weaker version of the 
terror feelings. 


Recognizing Fear in Others 


The caption for this picture when it appeared in Life magazine in 
1973 said: "In New York, a fall from grace. Eyes apop, eight wheels 
and ten fingers raking the air, San Francisco Bay Bomber Charlie 
O'Connell assumes the position every Roller Derby daredevil dreads 
most. He has just taken a fancy bump-and-grind from Bill Groll of 
the New York Chiefs during the world championship at Shea Sta- 
dium last May. O'Connell and his team ended up sore losers." 


O'Connell shows the same terror expression you saw on the truck 
driver, although here you can get a better look at it. His upper eye- 
lids are raised as high as they can go, his eyebrows are raised and 
drawn together, and his lips are stretched horizontally toward his 
ears, while his chin is pulled back. 


The caption for this photograph when it appeared in Life maga- 
zine said: "Dallas, November 24, 1963- The precise instant of a his- 
toric act of revenge is captured as Jack Ruby shoots Kennedy 
assassin Lee Harvey Oswald." 

Detective J. R. Leavelle, the man on the left, has just heard the 
gunshot. He shows both fear and anger on his face. His eyebrows are 
pulled down and together, pressing against his raised upper eyelids, 
producing what I called a "glare" in chapter 6, a clear anger expres- 
sion. The lower half of his face and the position of his head show 
fear. The lips are stretched back horizontally, and his chin is pulled 
backward as his head tilts away from the gunshot. Try covering the 
lower half of his face with your hand so you can see just the anger in 
the upper part of his face. Then reverse it, covering the upper part 
of his face so you can see the fear in the lower part. 


It makes sense that he would feel momentary fear, perhaps terror, 
when he saw the gun, not knowing if it would be turned next on 
him. (From the pain expression on Oswald's face, we know that the 
gun has already been fired, and Leavelle's startle reaction to that 


loud noise has already occurred). Detective Leavelle would also be 
angry with the assassin Ruby, for Leavelle's job was to prevent such 
an attack on Oswald. Earlier, I mentioned that it is not uncommon 
to be both angry and afraid when we are threatened, and that is 
what has happened here. 

Now let's look at the pictures showing the subtle signs of fear and 


surprise in the face. 


A B C 
(NEUTRAL) 


The eyes are crucial for both surprise and fear and for distinguish- 
ing between them. In photo A, the upper eyelids have been raised just 
a slight amount, compared to her neutral face shown in picture B. 
This could be a sign of surprise, but probably it is more simply a sign 
of attention or interest. In picture C, the upper eyelids are raised 
more, and now it is very likely to be either surprise, worry, or fright; 
which one would depend on what was happening in the rest of the 
face. (None of the Eve pictures show terror, which I believe to be the 
very extreme expressions shown by the truck driver and the roller- 
derby fellow). 

If the expression were limited just to the eyes, as it is in photo C, 
then what it is signaling would depend on how long it appears. If 
the eye widening shown in C appeared for just a second or two, it 
would more likely be surprise than worry or fright. 


It should be apparent at first glance that now Eve is showing fear 
in her eyes. Although it is common to speak of expression in the 
eyes, usually it is not the eyeball itself we are referring to but what 
we see of it due to changes in the eyelids. Here the clue that this is 
not surprise or attention but fear are in the lower eyelids. When 
tensed lower eyelids accompany raised upper eyelids and the rest of 
the face is blank, it is almost always a sign of fear. Going from photo 
D sequentially to photo F, the intensity of the fear increases. This is 
due to the increase in the raising of the upper eyelids. In picture F 
the upper eyelid raise is extreme, the most that Eve can do deliber- 
ately. This could occur in terror, not fright or worry, but it would be 
highly controlled terror, in which the person showing the expression 
is trying very hard not to reveal how she feels. 


G H 


Now let's look at how the eyebrows express surprise and fear. 
When the brows are simply raised, as they are in photo G, it is an 
ambiguous signal. Most often this movement is an emphasis sign, 


accenting a word when someone is speaking. If this is the case, there 
will be an increase in the loudness of the emphasized word at the 
same time. Photo G may also be a question-mark signal, inserted 
near the end of a questioning statement. Recall in the last chapter I 
mentioned that lowering and drawing together eyebrows, as shown 
in picture D on page 165, can also be used as a question-mark sig- 
nal. Some of our research has suggested that if the person knows the 
answer to the question he or she is asking and uses a brow move- 
ment, it will more likely be the one depicted in photo G; if the per- 
son does not know the answer to the question he or she is asking, the 
movement will more likely be the brow lowering and drawing 
together shown in chapter 6. Picture G may also be an exclamation 
sign or a sign of disbelief, especially when the person who is listen- 
ing to something that the speaker is saying shows it. Rarely will 
these raised eyebrows without raised eyelids be a sign of surprise. 
Photo H, however, is a very reliable sign of worry or fright, in the 
sense that if it is shown there is little doubt that fear is felt. But no sin- 
gle facial expression can be relied upon always to be present when any 
emotion is felt; fear may be felt and the raised and drawn-together 
brows shown in H may not be shown. Sometimes, of course, the 
absence of this expression may be due to efforts to inhibit the expres- 
sion; but even when no effort is made to control expression, not every- 
one shows every sign of an emotion when it is felt. As yet we can't 
explain why that happens; we don't even know if a person who is unex- 
pressive of fear would be unexpressive of other emotions, but that is a 
problem I am currently working on. It would be rare, however, for the 
expression shown in photo H to be shown and for fear not to be felt. 


Usually, the upper eyelids would be raised and the lower eyelids 
would be tensed and accompanied by the fear eyebrow, as in picture J. 
Compare photo I with photo J, in which the eyebrows are slightly 
raised, not as much as in photo G, and the eyes are widened due to the 
raised upper eyelids. The comparison shows the importance of the 
eyelids and the eyebrows in differentiating between fear and surprise. 
We know photo I shows surprise rather than fear because the lower eye- 
lids are not tensed and the eyebrows are not drawn together, though 
they are being raised; both of these signs are evident in picture J. 


Now let's focus on the signs of surprise and fear in the lower part 
of the face. In surprise the jaw drops down, as shown in photo K, 
while in fear the lips are stretched back toward the eyes, as shown in 
photo L. (Note that I had to use a composite photograph in L, 
because Eve found it hard to make this fear lip movement without 
tensing her lower eyelids.) 


Earlier you saw that the eyebrows and eyelids by themselves could 
signal fear, as in photo J, or surprise, as in photo I. When the eyelids 
are joined by the movements of the mouth, these emotions can also 
be shown, even without the eyebrow movements. Photo M shows 
surprise, and photo N shows worry or fright; in both the brow 
movements for those emotions are absent. 


Picture O shows how important the raised upper eyelids are in 
signaling fear. Even though the lower eyelids are not tensed, and the 
eyebrows and mouth are the actions usually seen in surprise, there is 
so much upper eyelid raise in this picture that it creates the impres- 
sion of fear. (This also is a composite in which the brows from 
photo G were pasted onto another photograph.) 

Because fear and surprise are so often confused with each other, 
the pair of pictures below provides yet another contrast of these two 
expressions, registered intensely across the entire face in each pic- 
ture; P shows surprise and Q shows fear. 


Using the Information from Expressions 


Now let us consider how you might use the information you pick up 
from another person's expressions of fear. (I won't deal with surprise, 
since most of the time I wouldn't think there would be much of an 
issue about how to respond to another person's surprise, unless you're 
dealing with the scenario I presented earlier of a person surprised by 
something he or she should have been—or claimed to be—aware of.'") 
I will use most of the same situations I described in earlier chapters to 
emphasize how differently we might want to use knowledge that the 
other person is afraid, as compared to the person being sad or angry. 


In the last two chapters I emphasized the need to be careful not to 
assume that we know what is generating an emotional expression. 
Emotional expressions don't tell us their cause; usually, but not 
always, we can figure that out from the situational context in which 
they are shown. In chapter 3 I described what I called Othello's 
error,* assuming you know the cause of an emotion without consid- 
ering the possibility that there might be an entirely different cause. 
Our emotional state, our attitudes, our expectations, what we want 
to believe, even what we don't want to believe can all bias how we 
interpret an expression or more specifically what we think caused 
the emotion shown by the expression. Taking account of the situa- 
tion in which the expression is shown may help to reduce the possi- 
bilities, but even then it may not be certain. It didn't help Othello. 
If you keep in mind that emotional expressions do not reveal their 
cause, and that there may be causes other than the one you expect, 
you may be able to avoid Othello's error. 


Consider the expressions shown in photos D, E, F, H, I, L, and 
N. Each of them could be a sign of worry, but you would not know 
from the expression whether the threat is immediate or impending. 
You would also not know how intensely the fear is felt, for these 
expressions can occur when the emotion is slight to moderate, or 
when the emotion is more intense but an attempt is being made to 
control the expression. 


*Othello, you will remember, killed his wife because he didn't understand that the fear of being dis- 
believed looks the same as the fear of being punished for being caught committing adultery. Othello 
made this mistake because of his jealousy. 


Suppose you are the supervisor delivering the bad news to an 
employee that he will not get a promotion, and that someone else 
was promoted instead. If he shows any of these expressions before 
you tell him the news, that would suggest he is anticipating failure. 
If the expressions are shown during or after you give him the infor- 
mation, that suggests he is concerned about how this affects his 
future. Although I would not suggest you mention your perception 
of his fear, it might be a reason for you to reassure him about his 
future in the organization if his future is not in jeopardy, or to raise 
the issue of how he may want to consider his future plans. It is pos- 
sible, however, that his fear has nothing to do with the failure to get 
the promotion, but that he was anticipating your discovery of some- 
thing else that would adversely affect him. Maybe he had taken sick 
leave when he was taking a holiday and is afraid you have found out 
about that; perhaps he has been embezzling. Or maybe he is worried 
about his upcoming physician's appointment, and his mind drifts to 
that fora moment. The most conservative way for you to respond is 
to say, "Is there more that you would like to discuss with me about 
the situation?" Or you could go further and say, "I sense that there 
may be more about this that we need to talk about." 


Let's reverse the situation: You are the employee and your supervi- 
sor shows one of these worry or fright expressions for a moment 
before she gives you the news that you did not get the promotion. Is 
she worried about your reaction? Is she showing empathy for how 
you might be feeling, showing her sense that you might be worried 
about your future? Or might there be something else entirely on her 
mind that she momentarily recalls? You can't know from the expres- 
sion itself, but in knowing these possibilities, you at least know that 
she is not dismissive of you, which would be signaled by a contempt 
expression (which will be discussed in the next chapter), or angry 
with you. 


If your twelve-year-old daughter shows the expression when you 
ask her how school was that day, or a friend shows one of these 
expressions when you ask him or her how things are going, your 
relationship to them gives you reason to be much more direct. You 
won't know whether their fear is in response to you, or whether 
something has happened in their lives or is about to happen about 


which they are worried. My suggestion would be to say, "I sense 
something is worrying you; can I help in any way?" 

If your spouse shows a worried expression when you ask her 
where she was in the afternoon when you couldn't reach her by tele- 
phone at the office, don't jump to the conclusion that she was up to 
some mischief. If that thought came to mind, you might be an 
overly suspicious person (unless there has been a pattern of infi- 
delity, in which case, why are you still there?), and the fear might be 
that you are about to become jealous or accusatory for no reason. Or 
it could be that your spouse was getting a medical checkup, doesn't 
know the outcome yet, and has some reason to be worried about it. 
As I have said earlier, emotions don't tell you what triggered them. 
If the expression doesn't fit the situation or the words spoken, it is 
reasonable to be concerned about what is happening, and whether it 
is something you should know about. It might be wisest for you to 
follow the suggestion I made for how to respond to your child and 
ask your spouse if something is worrying her. 


Disgust 
and Contempt 


He was watching me eat from acan of 
American food I had brought with me to this remote village in the 
highlands of Papua New Guinea where the Fore people lived. When 
I saw him watching me, and the expression that swept over his face, 
I dropped my fork and raised the camera I always wore around my 
neck. (Fortunately, the Fore did not yet know what a camera did, 
and they were accustomed to my holding this odd object to my eye 
for no apparent reason, so he did not become self-conscious and 
turn away before I got my shot.) Apart from showing one of the 
classic disgust expressions, the story behind this picture emphasizes 
the importance of eating offensive material in generating disgust. 
He wasn't even eating the food; just seeing me do it was enough to 
generate his feelings.* 

Writing thirty years ago I described disgust as: 


... a feeling of aversion. The taste of something you want to spit 
out, even the thought of eating something distasteful can make 
you disgusted. A smell that you want to block out of your nasal 


* Although over the years I have collected dozens of news photographs showing each of the other emo- 
tions, I have none of disgust. A commercial photo research firm I hired could find only posed pictures 
of disgust, though I've had no problem finding spontaneous news photographs of the other emotions. 
No wonder; disgusting scenes are not attractive. Newspaper and magazine editors and their advertisers 
must have decided that such pictures would not sell their products. 


passage, or move away from calls forth disgust. And again, even 
the thought of how something repulsive might smell brings out 
strong disgust. The sight of something you think might be offen- 
sive to taste or smell can make you disgusted. Sounds might also 
make you disgusted, if they are related to an abhorrent event. And 
touch, the feel of something offensive, such as a slimy object, can 
make you disgusted. 

It is not only tastes, smells, and touches, or the thought, sight, or 
sound of them that can bring forth disgust but also the actions and 
appearance of people, or even ideas. People can be offensive in 
their appearance; to look at them may be distasteful. Some people 
experience disgust when seeing a deformed, crippled person, or an 
ugly person. An injured person with an exposed wound may be dis- 
gusting. The sight of blood or the witnessing of surgery makes 
some people disgusted. Certain human actions are also disgusting; 
you may be revolted by what a person does. A person who mistreats 
or tortures a dog or cat may be the object of disgust. A person who 
indulges in what others consider sexual perversion may be disgust- 
ing. A philosophy or way of treating people that is considered 
debasing can make those who regard it that way feel disgusted. ' 


My observations have since been supported and extended in a 
series of studies by virtually the only scientist who has focused most 


of his research on disgust. Psychologist Paul Rozin, a man who is 
especially fond of very good food, believes that the core of disgust 
involves a sense of oral incorporation of something that is deemed 
offensive and contaminating; in my terms, this would be the disgust 
theme. However, there are large differences across cultures in what 
food products are considered offensive. The photograph of the New 
Guinea man illustrates this point: he is disgusted by the sight and 
smell of food I found appetizing. And there are differences within 
cultures as well. My wife loves raw oysters, but I find them disgust- 
ing. In areas of China, dogs are a succulent delicacy, while most 
Westerners find that prospect revolting. But there also are universals 
in what triggers disgust. 


Rozin found that the most potent, universal triggers are bodily 
products: feces, vomit, urine, mucus, and blood. In 1955, the great 
American psychologist Gordon Allport suggested a disgust "thought 
experiment,” an experiment you perform in your own mind to verify 
whether what he suggests does happen. "Think first of swallowing 
the saliva in your mouth, or do so. Then imagine expectorating it 
into a tumbler and drinking it! What seemed natural and ‘mine’ 
suddenly becomes disgusting and alien."? Rozin actually did this 
experiment, asking people to drink a glass of water after they had 
spit into it, and he found that Allport was right. Even though the 
spit was inside their own mouth a moment before, they would not 
drink the glass of water containing their own spit. Rozin says that 
once a product leaves our body, it becomes disgusting to us. 


Disgust does not appear as a separate emotion until somewhere 
between the ages of four and eight. There is distaste, the rejection of 
things that taste bad, but not disgust. Rozin asked children and 
adults to touch or eat chocolate that had been shaped to look like 
dog feces. Kids aren't bothered until between ages four and seven, 
but most adults won't do it. Similarly, if you drop a sterilized 
grasshopper into milk or juice, that won't stop kids under four from 
being willing to drink it.* 


*Rozin explains this difference by proposing that the younger child doesn't have the cognitive capa- 
bilities necessary for disgust—the ability, for example, to recognize that appearance is different from 
reality, as in the chocolate dog feces. This is also consistent with his view thai other animals do not feel 
disgust. In my mind it would be extraordinary to have such a fundamental way of responding to the 


Children and adolescents have a fascination with disgust. Rozin 
reminds us that novelty stores sell realistic imitations of vomit, 
mucus, slime, and feces, and it is mostly young boys who buy these 
objects. There is a whole genre of jokes centering on disgust. The 
television program Beavis and Butt-head, which was so popular with 
adolescents, and the Captain Underpants and Garbage Pail Kids fran- 
chises for younger children dwell on disgusting situations. 

Law professor William Miller, in his fascinating book The 
Anatomy of Disgust, notes that it is not just children who are so fas- 
cinated by the disgusting. "[Disgust] . . . has an allure, a fascination 
which is manifest in the difficulty of averting our eyes from gory 
accidents, ... or in the attraction of horror films... . . Our own 
snot, feces and urine are contaminating and disgusting to us, [but 
we are] . . . fascinated in and curious about them ... we look at our 
creations more often than we admit. . . how common it is for peo- 
ple to check their Kleenex or handkerchief after blowing their 
nose."* The box-office success of raunchy movies like There's Some- 
thing About Mary wasn't entirely fueled by teenagers. 

Rozin distinguishes what he calls interpersonal disgust from core 
disgust.’ He lists four groups of learned interpersonal triggers: the 
strange, the diseased, the misfortunate, and the morally tainted. My 
research with Maureen O'Sullivan gives some support to Rozin's 
proposal. We asked college students to write down the most intense 
experience of disgust they could imagine anyone in the world would 
ever have had. Rozin's oral contamination theme was described 
(e.g., you are forced to eat someone else's vomit), but only by 11 
percent. The most frequently mentioned trigger for extreme disgust 
(mentioned by 62 percent) was in response to morally objectionable 
behavior, such as how the Gls felt when they discovered the atroci- 
ties in the Nazi concentration camps. Almost half of the morally 
objectionable behaviors mentioned were sexually repugnant actions, 
such as seeing someone have sex with a young child. The last set of 


world be unique to humans, so I asked the expert on animal behavior, Frans de Waal. He wrote back: 
"The emotion must occur in other primates. Disgust originally must have had something to do with 
rejection of food, and of course primates are capable of this. As for specific expressions, that's harder 
to answer." For now the issue remains unsettled, it would seem, because no one has looked specifically 
at whether an expression unique to rejecting food occurs in other primates, and if it does, whether it is 
also shown in response to social offenses. 


examples, mentioned by 18 percent of the respondents, was physical 
repulsion that did not involve food, such as finding a corpse with 
maggots coming out of it.° Our results suggest that for adults, it is 
the interpersonal, in particular the morally repugnant, which they 
think is most disgusting, rather than the core disgust of oral incor- 
poration. 


Earlier, I said that Rozin's core disgust was the emotional theme, 
and if he is correct that the four interpersonal forms of disgust— 
strange, disease, misfortunate, and morally tainted—are learned, 
then these would be the variations on the theme. It seems possible to 
me, however, that these four interpersonal forms of disgust are also 
themes, to be found in every culture, with only the specifics filled in 
by learning that would vary with individual, social group, and cul- 
ture. For example, everyone may have disgust reactions to the 
morally tainted person, but what is considered morally tainted 
would vary. What is strange and familiar, and what is misfortunate 
should also vary with circumstances, but disease might not. Those 
showing severe disfigurement, oozing sores, and the like might be 
disgusting in every culture. 


Miller points out that cultures have more leeway in admitting 
things or actions to the realm of disgusting than in excluding cer- 
tain ones from it. This fits exactly with the ideas discussed in chap- 
ters 2, 3, and 4, in which I argued that people's emotion alert 
databases are open, not closed. These databases, together with the 
programs that guide our responses to our varying emotions, are not 
empty when we are born; evolution has written instructions for how 
we respond and sensitivities for what we respond to. As Miller points 
out, these are hard to change, but because they are open we can 
learn new triggers and new emotional responses. 


Although both Japanese and Americans react with disgust to 
waste products and oral incorporation, Rozin found differences in 
social disgust. A person who doesn't fit into the social order, or who 
unfairly criticizes others, disgusted the Japanese. Americans were 
disgusted by people who act brutally or by racists. However, not all 
social disgust varies with culture. Rozin found that in many cultures 
politicians disgust people! 

In addition to the four kinds of interpersonal disgust described by 


Rozin, another type of disgust—what I call fed-up disgust—is sug- 
gested by the findings of psychologists John Gottman, Erica Woodin, 
and Robert Levenson. Their research merits special attention because 
they are the only scientists who have precisely measured the expres- 
sion of emotion during one of the most emotionally laden, important 
social interactions in life—that between husband and wife.* 


Amazingly, a wife's expressions of disgust, directed toward her 
husband during a conversation in which they were trying to resolve 
a conflict, predicted the amount of time over the next four years 
they would spend separated.’ Gottman found that the wife's disgust 
expressions usually occurred in response to the husband's with- 
drawal (stonewalling, which I described in chapter 6), when he 
wouldn't deal with her feelings. In colloquial language, she had had 
it; she was fed up. Note how an eating metaphor seems so appropri- 
ate. If your spouse repels you, it is no wonder that the future is 
bleak. (We will return to more of Gottman's findings later in this 
chapter when I describe contempt.) 


Miller makes the very interesting point that in intimacy we lower 
the threshold for what we consider disgusting. The prime example is 
". . . changing diapers, cleaning up regurgitated food, otherwise car- 
ing for sick and infirm kin. . . . Parents are those who will care no 
matter what; will cart away the excrement, risk getting it on their 
hands and clothing; suffer being shat upon. . . . Overcoming the 
disgust inherent in contaminating substances is emblematic of the 


unconditional quality of nurturing parental love."® 


The same suspension of disgust occurs between sexual intimates. 
Again I quote from Miller: "Someone else's tongue in your mouth 
can be a sign of intimacy because it can also be a disgusting 
assault. . . . Consensual sex means the mutual transgression of 
disgust-defended boundaries. . . . Sex is only one kind of boundary 
crossing, involving one kind of nakedness. There are other strip- 
pings, exposures, and knowledges upon which intense intimacies are 
founded, the intimacies of prolonged, close, and loving contact. 
One thinks of sharing and revealing doubts, worries, concerns; of 


*By comparison, most emotion scientists examine emotion in people who are alone or engaged in a 
trivial encounter, and rather than observing what people actually do, they ask their subjects to answer 
questionnaires about what they imagine or remember feeling. 


admitting aspirations, confessing shortcomings and failures; of sim- 
ply being seen as having warts, weaknesses, and needs. . . . We could 
define friends or intimates as those persons whom we let whine to us 
so that in return we may whine to them, with both parties under- 
standing that such whining is the privilege of intimacy which our 
dignity and disgust would prevent in the absence of the privilege . . . 
[Llove . . . privileges another to see us in ways that would shame us 


and disgust* others without the intervention of love."” 


Miller's quite extraordinary insight suggests a social function of dis- 
gust not otherwise apparent. The suspension of disgust establishes 
intimacy and is a mark of personal commitment. This acceptance of 
what the other might find shameful, the involvement in physical activ- 
ities that would with anyone else be disgusting—not just sex; think of 
cleaning up the vomit of a stranger rather than a loved one—may not 
be just a mark of love but a means of strengthening love. 


Another very important function of disgust is to remove us from 
what is revolting. Obviously it's useful not to eat something putrid, 
and social disgust in a parallel way moves us away from what we con- 
sider objectionable. It is, Miller proposes, a moral judgment, in 
which we can make no compromise with the disgusting person or the 
disgusting actions. Legal scholar Martha Nussbaum writes that "most 
societies teach the avoidance of certain groups of people as being 
physically disgusting."'° Unfortunately, it can be a dangerous emo- 
tion because it dehumanizes the people we find disgusting, and by 
doing so allows those found disgusting not to be treated as human. 


Certain actions have often been deemed illegal because they 
offend (disgust) public morality, such as child pornography or 
obscenity. Nussbaum believes that laws should not be based on what 
anyone finds disgusting, and suggests that we should use outrage, 
rather than disgust, as the basis for legal judgment. " [Outrage] ... is 
a moral sentiment far more pertinent to legal judgment, and far 
more reliable, than disgust. It contains reasoning that can be pub- 


*My editor points out that there is a difference between the suspension of disgust by the parent and by 
the lover. As far as I can see, baby's diapers are always disgusting, even if it's one's own baby; loving 
parents overcome their disgust to take care of the child, but they still feel disgust. In sex, however, 
there's a change; having the right person's tongue in one's mouth is not disgusting at all—quite the 
opposite. Thus, in the first case disgust is overcome, or suspended, while in the second it is transformed 
into something else altogether. 


licly shared, and it does not make the questionable move of treating 
the criminal like an insect or slug, outside of our moral community. 
Instead, it firmly includes him within the moral community and 
judges his actions on a moral basis."'! 

Noting that a person's emotional state at the time of a crime may 
be considered a mitigating factor, Nussbaum also argues that disgust 
is not an emotion that should be so considered. "[O]ne homicide is 
not worse than another because it is more disgusting, . . .'” The rea- 
sonable response to disgust," she says, "is to get out of the area not to 
kill the person who makes you disgusted—e.g., homosexual pass. 
[Just] . . . feeling contaminated or ‘grossed out’ by someone is never a 


sufficient reason to conduct oneself violently against that person."'* 


Those who justify the worst degradation of others often refer to 
their victims as animals (and not the cute variety); sometimes the 
victims are spoken of as inanimate offensive matter, such as filth or 
scum. I fear that indignation or outrage might also justify slaughter 
and even torture, but it would not put the barrier between self and 
other imposed by disgust. (Nussbaum, of course, focused on the use 
of emotions to justify laws, not to justify actions legal or not.) One 
of the barriers or inhibitors that could retard violence, one would 
think, is the sight and sound of the victims’ suffering, their screams, 
and their blood. But that doesn't always happen, perhaps because 
the evidence of their suffering makes them disgusting. Even if we 
do not start out thinking of someone as disgusting, the sight of the 
person's blood, the deformation of the person's body as a result of 
injury or torture, can bring forth disgust rather than concern. 


In the very early days of my research on expression across cul- 
tures, I found that films of people who were suffering—a film of an 
aboriginal circumcision rite and another of eye surgery—produced 
disgust expressions in the majority of the college students I studied 
in Japan and America. I edited other medical training films, one 
showing the cutting of flesh with a lot of blood as part of an opera- 
tion, and another showing a man with third-degree burns standing 
while burned skin was stripped off his body. Again, most people 
showed and reported being disgusted. The films could be used inter- 
changeably, since they produced the same emotion, and are among 
the most commonly used film stimuli in emotion research. 


There was a minority group (about 20 percent), however, who 
displayed very different reactions to the sight of another person's 
suffering during the films. Instead of showing disgust, they reacted 
with sadness and pain, as if they were identifying with the victim. 

It appears that nature designed us to be revolted by the sight of the 
insides of another person's body, especially if there is blood. That dis- 
gust reaction is suspended when it is not a stranger but an intimate, our 
kin, who bleeds. Then we are motivated to reduce the suffering rather 
than get away from it. One can imagine how revulsion at the physical 
signs of suffering, of disease, might have had a benefit in reducing 
contagion, but it comes at the cost of reducing our capacity for empa- 
thy and compassion, which can be very useful in building community. 


Neither empathy nor compassion is an emotion; they refer to our 
reactions to another person's emotions. In cognitive empathy we rec- 
ognize what another person is feeling. In emotional empathy we 
actually feel what that person is feeling, and in compassionate empa- 
thy we want to help the other person deal with his situation and his 
emotions. We must have cognitive empathy, in order to achieve 
either of the other forms of empathy, but we need not have emo- 


tional empathy in order to have compassionate empathy.*!* 


Contempt is related to but different from disgust. I was not able 
to find any news photograph to illustrate this emotion; like disgust, 
it is not often shown in newspapers or magazines. Picture H near the 
end of the chapter shows an example. 


Many years ago I distinguished contempt from disgust in the fol- 
lowing ways: 


Contempt is only experienced about people or the actions of 
people, but not about tastes, smells or touches. Stepping onto dog 


*The Tibetan Buddhist use of these terms is different hut related. The term they use to refer to our 
capacity for empathy translates, according to the Dalai Lama, as "the inability to bear the sight of 
another's suffering." It is not that one retreats from that sight, just the opposite: "It is what causes 
us ... to recoil at the sight of harm done to another, to suffer when confronted with other's suffering." 
The Buddhist use of the term compassion involves considerably more than we mean by that word in 
English. Explaining that would take us far away from disgust, but it is worth noting chat the Buddhists 
view both empathy and compassion as human capacities that do not need to be learned, but do need 
to be cultivated, if they are to come to the fore. I take that to mean that if we are to regard all human 
beings as our kin, to suspend disgust at the bloody signs of suffering and the impairments of disease, 
we need to work at it, for nature did not make it easy for us to do so. 


droppings might call forth disgust, but never contempt; the idea 
of eating calves' brains might be disgusting, but it would not 
evoke contempt. You might, however, feel contemptuous toward 
people who eat such disgusting things, for in contempt there is an 
element of condescension toward the object of contempt. Dis- 
dainful in disliking the persons or their actions, you feel superior 
(usually morally) to them. Their offense is degrading, but you 
need not necessarily get away from them, as you would in dis- 
gust.” 


Unfortunately, there is no Paul Rozin for contempt, no one who 
has focused his or her research on this emotion. Miller has made the 
interesting observation that although we feel superior to another 
person when we feel contempt, those who occupy a subordinate 
position may feel contempt to their superiors. Think of "the con- 
tempt teenagers have for adults, women for men, servants for mas- 
ters, workers for bosses, . . . blacks for whites, the uneducated for 
the educated. . . . '° Upward contempt. . . allows the lower to claim 
superiority regarding a particular attribute. . .. The persons below 
know they are below in the eyes of the others, know they are in some 
sense held in contempt by those others. . . .""” 

To get some sense of the importance of contempt, consider this 
extraordinary set of findings from the study of marital interaction 
by Gottman and his colleagues. The wives whose husbands showed 
contempt: 


e felt flooded 
e believed that their problems could not be worked out 


believed their marital problems were severe 
e became ill often over the following four years 


The fact that the husband's disgust or anger expressions did not 
yield these findings underlines the importance of distinguishing 
contempt as a separate emotion (not a distinction recognized by all 
who study emotion). 

Contempt, like all the other emotions we have considered, can vary 
in strength or intensity, as can disgust. I suspect that the high end is a 


lot more extended in disgust than in contempt, that is, the maximum 
contempt does not come near the maximum disgust in its strength. 

Disgust is clearly a negative emotion; it doesn't feel good, even 
though, as mentioned earlier, we are more fascinated by what is dis- 
gusting than would be expected for an emotion that doesn't feel 
good. Certainly when disgust is intense, there is no question that the 
sensations are unpleasant, leading to nausea. I am less certain that 
contempt is negative; indeed, I believe it feels good to most people 
to feel contemptuous. We may be embarrassed afterward that we felt 
that way, but the feelings we experience during the emotion are 
more pleasant than unpleasant. This is not to say that it is an emo- 
tion that has beneficial effects on others; Gottman's results show 
that it does not. But the sensations felt during the experience of con- 
tempt are not inherently unpleasant. It is hard to specify a function 
for contempt other than signaling the feeling of being superior, of 
not needing to accommodate or engage. It asserts power or status. 
Those who are uncertain about their status may be more likely to 
manifest contempt to assert their superiority over others. 


Contempt will often be accompanied by anger, a mild form of 
anger such as annoyance, although it may be felt without any anger 
at all. Anger may also alternate with disgust, if the disgusted person 
is angry about being made to feel disgusted. 

We do not have words to describe moods related to either disgust 
or contempt, but that doesn't mean we don't experience such 
moods, only that we don't have an easy way to refer to them. My 
hunch is that such moods do exist, but there has been no research or 
theorizing on them that I know of. 

Let us consider now whether there are emotional disorders that 
implicate either disgust or contempt. In an article entitled "Dis- 
gust—The Forgotten Emotion of Psychiatry," psychiatrists Mary L. 
Phillips, Carl Senior, Tom Fahy, and A. S. David suggest that 
although disgust has not been recognized as important in psychiatric 
disorders, it does play an important role in a number of such prob- 
lems.'® A disturbance in disgust is likely to be of import in obsessive 
compulsive disorder, as manifested in obsessional thoughts concern- 
ing dirt and contamination and the need for excessive washing. Ani- 
mal phobias may be based on disgust, social phobias in which a 


person fears being humiliated may involve self-focused disgust, and 
blood phobias would also involve a disturbance in disgust. People 
with eating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia, have 
strong feelings of disgust toward their own body parts, sexuality, 
and certain foods. To date, no one has suggested that there are any 
psychiatric disorders involving contempt. 


Recognizing Disgust and Contempt in Ourselves 


Let us now consider the internal sensations we experience with disgust 
and then contempt. It should be easy to experience feelings of disgust 
by thinking of one of the oral incorporation themes or of some 
morally repugnant act. Pay attention to the feelings in your throat, 
the beginning of a slight gagging. The sensations in your upper lip 
and nostrils are increased, as if your sensitivity to these parts of your 
face has been turned up so you feel them more. After relaxing try 
again to experience disgust, but as slightly as possible, again focusing 
on the sensations in your throat and in your nostrils and upper lip. 

It is much harder to identify the sensations associated with con- 
tempt. Think of someone's actions that don't revolt you but that cause 
you to feel contemptuous toward him or her. Perhaps it is a person 
who jumps place in line, who plagiarizes, who name-drops. Make cer- 
tain you don't feel any anger or disgust, simply contempt. Notice that 
the tendency to want to raise your chin, as if you are looking down 
your nose at someone. Feel the tightening in one corner of your lips. 


Recognizing Disgust and Contempt in Others 


Let's now consider how these two emotions appear on the face. Turn 
back and look again at the New Guinea man's expression at the 
beginning of this chapter. The upper lip is raised as high as it will 
go. The lower lip is raised, also, and is protruding slightly. The wrin- 
kle extending from above his nostrils downward to beyond his lip 
corners is deep, and its shape forms an inverted U. His nostril wings 
are raised, while wrinkles appear on the sides and bridge of his nose. 
The raising of his cheeks and lowering of his brows creates crow's- 
feet wrinkles. These are all the marks of extreme disgust. 


Eve's pictures show more subtle versions of disgust, and also 
examples of contempt. There are two very different facial expres- 
sions that signal disgust, nose wrinkling and raised upper lip, and 
often they occur together. I've included picture A, showing the neu- 
tral expression, for comparison. 


(NEUTRAL) 


First, let's look at the nose-wrinkling signal Photo B shows just 
the slightest sign of nose wrinkling; photo C shows the same action a 
bit stronger; photo D shows intense nose wrinkling. Notice that 
when it gets as strong as that expressed, in D, the eyebrows are also 
pulled down, leading some people to think anger is being shown. But 
if you look closely, you'll see that the upper eyelids are not raised and 
the brows are not drawn together. (For comparison, look at photo E 
in chapter 6.) This is disgust, not anger. In these disgust pictures, the 
cheeks are raised, pushing up the lower eyelids, but it is the changes 
in the nose, mouth, and cheeks that are important, not the changes in 
the eyes. The eyelid muscles are relaxed rather than tensed. 


Now, we'll look at disgust signaled in a raised upper lip. Photo E 
shows a slight upper lip raise, which is shown stronger in photo F. 
Picture G shows this same action, but just on one side of the face. 
When the expression is unbalanced as it is here, it can signal disgust 


or it may also be a sign of contempt. 


Compare photo G with the picture of contempt, photo H, shown 
below. In picture H, the action is also on only one side of the face, 
but the action is completely different. The lip corner is tightened 
and slightly raised. This is a clear contempt expression. Photo I 
shows the same action as photo G, but the action is stronger, causing 
the lips to part slightly on one side. I, like G, can signal disgust or 
contempt. 


H l 


Picture J shows a blend or merging of two emotions into one 
expression. The nose is wrinkled, a sign of disgust, and the eyebrows 
are not only lowered but also pulled together, and the upper eyelids 


are raised—signs of anger. The raised upper eyelids are not very 
apparent because the brows have been pulled so far down; compar- 
ing photo J with the neutral photo A—or even with photo C, which 
involves changes only in the eyebrows, cheeks, and nose—should 
make it clear that the upper eyelids have been raised and the lower 
eyelids have also been tensed, a signal of anger. 


Lips being pressed together, another sign of anger, might often 
accompany the expression shown in photo J and is shown in a com- 
posite photograph, K, in which lip pressing has been added to the 
expression shown in J. Another possible blend of emotions, con- 
tempt and enjoyment, is shown in picture L. The expression com- 
bines the tightened lip corner with a bit of a smile, producing a 
smug contemptuous look. 


Using the information from Expressions 


Before considering how you can use information that someone is feel- 
ing disgust or contempt, remember that it is possible that the person 
showing the disgust might be not be feeling disgust with you; it might 
be targeted toward him- or herself or he or she might be remember- 
ing a past disgusting experience. Although it also is conceivable that a 
person who shows contempt might be feeling that emotion about his 
or her own actions or thoughts, I have not encountered it. 


Because anger is the emotion most often confused with disgust, and 
anger reactions can over time turn into disgust, I will highlight the dif- 
ference in how you might react if you picked up signs of disgust or 
contempt as compared to anger. Suppose you have told your supervisee 
that he is not getting a promotion; he reacts by showing a definite dis- 
gust reaction such as the one shown in photo D, a clear-cut contempt 
response as shown in photo H, or one of the clear-cut anger expres- 
sions shown in chapter 6. Since you just delivered unwelcome news 
you are probably the target of his disgust, contempt, or anger, but you 
have to consider the possibility that he is reacting to something else. 


If the supervisee shows disgust, it is probably toward you or the 
situation—the business setting—and it indicates, more than anger 
would, no interest in trying again to get that promotion. It is not 
just that your decision was wrong; you did more than make a mis- 
take, you acted immorally in not giving him the promotion, and to 
him the whole situation stinks. If he shows contempt, it suggests 
that in some way he thinks he is better than you. Perhaps he feels 
that he's superior to you: he knows more about the job, about the 
company, about the type of work he does; he dresses better, and so 
forth. Or his superiority could be related to something that has 
nothing to do with the workplace. 


In the anger chapter I suggested that in this situation you might 
not want to confront anger directly; instead you may say something 
such as, "My decision may well have made you angry, and I regret 
that. Tell me if there is anything else I can do that would be of 
help." If it was disgust that you saw, you might try a different tack: 
"I expect my decision might have been upsetting. Is there anything 
more I can explain, or other matters we can consider in terms of 


your future?" I suggest that you do not directly confront the likeli- 
hood that he feels repulsed by you, since that is hard for most people 
to acknowledge even if they know that is how they feel. But it still 
may be helpful to give him a chance to talk about his feelings, espe- 
cially if you want to retain him at the firm. The contempt reaction 
might be what I described earlier as "upward contempt," how a sub- 
ordinate person attempts to assert that he or she is really not power- 
less or inferior. It might be worth leaving alone, telling him you 
would like to set another time to talk about future options. 


Staying with this situation, if the facial signs were more subtle, 
showing the expression in photo B rather than D, or photo G rather 
than I, and they are the first responses shown when you deliver the 
bad news, then you have a bit more leeway. When the expressions 
are this slight, the emotion is either being suppressed or it is just 
beginning. If it emerges immediately in response to your bad news, 
I think it is likely that the emotional reaction is just beginning, and 
you might benefit from approaching the matter more directly. For 
example, you might say, "I sense that it is hard for you to accept this 
because you think it was in some way unjustified. Can we talk about 
that?" Or you might not want to comment at all, waiting to see if 
the feelings became stronger or if there was something else you 
could say to decrease his feelings of disgust. Although the research 
has not been done, I expect the Gottman group's findings on mar- 
riage would carry over—when a person in a somewhat subordinate 
position begins to show disgust or contempt toward a superior, the 
work relationship is not likely to endure. 


Let's consider one more situation that I discussed in chapter 6. 
Your teenage daughter showed these same expressions when you told 
her she couldn't go to her friend's house tonight because you needed 
her to baby-sit her younger brother while you and your husband 
attend a last-minute neighborhood meeting. In the chapter on anger 
I suggested that there was more reason for you to deal with her anger 
than with the anger of one of your employees who learned he didn't 
get the promotion. That doesn't mean that you should comment on 
her anger, or challenge her right to be angry. Quite the contrary, you 
might sympathize with her frustration and explain why the meeting 
is so important and why you have to impose on her. 


If she shows disgust, I also believe that you should not ignore it. 
Is she feeling fed up, or does she feel you are in some way morally 
tainted? First, you must consider if this is the time to talk, or if you 
should let your feelings simmer down. Watch out, if you decide to 
wait, for the temptation is never to deal with it. A very direct way to 
address her disgust would be to say, "You feel I am acting pretty 


unfairly toward you," or "Are you sick of having to deal with me?" 
If you can, try not to defend yourself, and allow her to say fully 
what she is feeling. Then try to explain your feelings and actions 


calmly, without lashing out verbally. 


If she shows contempt when she hears she can't go to her party 
and has to stay home while you go to the meeting, I would be more 
likely to leave it alone. It may just be an instance of upward con- 
tempt, an adolescent's assertion of being as good as or better than 
the parent. There might be a time when you want to deal with it, but 
it might not be necessary. 


So far, I have assumed in all the examples with your daughter that 
her expression was quite definite (e.g., photo D not B). If it is a 
more subtle reaction of disgust, contempt, or anger, it is possible 
that she might not yet know how she is feeling, or the emotion is just 
beginning. If you can be open and accepting, it will make it easier 
for you to follow the suggestions in the above paragraphs. Just be 
careful not to put her on the defensive. Let her know by what you 
say that you accept the reason for her having these feelings and that 
you want to talk about them to explore what you can jointly do so 
she won't feel that way often. 


Notice that in my scenario I made the parent the good guy: the 
meeting was suddenly called so you didn't have time to make other 
arrangements; it is not just to indulge your pleasures that you ask for 
her sacrifice. Of course, that won't always be the case, and your 
child's reactions, whether they be anger, disgust, or contempt, can 
get you to examine whether you are being fair, thoughtless, or self- 
ish. If you discover that you acted, selfishly and are able to acknowl- 
edge it, then explain what happened to her and thank her. You have 
a great opportunity to teach her how to use a negative emotion, such 
as disgust or anger, in a positive way. 


Enjoyable 
Emotions 


Loretta Stirm and her children had 
waited patiently on the tarmac at Travis Air Force Base as a group of 
returning airmen left the plane that had brought them back to 
America. Because he was the senior officer, Lt. Col. Robert Stirm, 
who just had been released from a prisoner-of-war camp in North 
Vietnam, had to give a short speech before the families could be re- 
united. Again, his family waited. Sal Veder, the photographer who 
won a Pulitzer Prize for this photograph, wrote: "When he finished 
his speech, he looked about and saw his family dashing toward him, 


1 . 
" Joy isa 


arms outstretched, smiles glowing in a true burst of joy. 
better word than enjoyment for the emotion shown in this picture, as 
it denotes more intensity than enjoyment or happiness. However, 
like those words, the word joy does not tell us exactly which of the 


enjoyable emotions were felt. 


I believe that there are more than a dozen enjoyable emotions, 
each universal, each as different from the other as sadness, anger, 
fear, disgust, and contempt are from one another. Just as there is a set 
of distinctive emotions that we usually don't enjoy feeling, there is a 
set of distinctive emotions that we do enjoy feeling. The problem 
with the words enjoyment and happiness is that they're not specific 
enough; they imply a single state of mind and feeling, in the same 
way that the terms upset and negative don't reveal whether someone 
is sad, angry, afraid, or disgusted. The English language does not 


have single words for all of the enjoyable emotions I describe in this 
chapter, so I have borrowed from other languages to denote some of 
the most important of the enjoyable emotions we feel. 

We don't know much about most of the enjoyable emotions yet, 
for nearly all emotion research, including mine, has focused instead 
on the upsetting emotions. Attention has been focused on emotions 
when they cause problems to others and ourselves. As a result, we 
know more about mental disorder than about mental health. That is 
changing now, as there is a new emphasis on what are called the pos- 
itive emotions.” I believe that we can benefit greatly by knowing and 
understanding more about our enjoyable emotions, as they are so 
essential in motivating much of our lives. 


Let's begin with the sensory pleasures. There are things that feel 
good to touch, and being touched can feel very good, especially 
when the touch is from someone we care about and is done in a car- 
ing or sensual fashion. There are sights that are enjoyable to behold, 
such as a beautiful sunset. There are sounds that are pleasurable, 
such as ocean waves, water running over rocks in a brook, wind in the 
trees, and a wide variety of music. Tastes and smells we considered 
in part when we covered disgust, but sweet things taste good to most 
people, while the ability to enjoy sour, bitter, or spicy tastes seems to 
be acquired over time. Decay smells bad to most people, but some 


much-appreciated cheeses do have what most people consider a ter- 
rible smell. I expect there are some universal themes and many 
learned variations for each of the five sensory pleasures. 

It is an open question whether the sensory pleasures are just dif- 
ferent routes to the same emotional experience, and therefore should 
be considered one single emotion, or if we should consider them as 
five different emotions—visual, tactile, olfactory, auditory, and gus- 
tatory pleasures. Research will someday settle the matter by deter- 
mining whether or not each of these sensory pleasures differs in their 
subjective sensations, the signals shown to others, and in the physio- 
logical changes that characterize them. For now I will treat them as 
five different emotions, because my hunch is that such research will 
show they differ, and not just in the sense organ that is involved. 


My mentor, Silvan Tomkins, did not consider the sensory plea- 
sures emotions. He maintained that an emotion can be triggered by 
nearly anything, and each of these pleasures is restricted to a single 
sensory source. That isn't convincing to me, for within any one of 
the sensory sources, such as sound, there are many, many different 
triggers. Although some are universal, many are not, as remarkably 
different tastes, sights, smell, touches, and sounds generate pleasure 
within and across cultures. 


Psychologists Barbara Fredrickson and Christine Brannigan have 
also argued that the sensory pleasures should not be considered emo- 
tions, but they raised a different objection.’ They argue that sensory 
pleasures just happen to us without requiring appraisal, and if there is 
no appraisal, there is no emotion. I disagree, however, as many com- 
monly accepted negative emotions can be triggered by immediate sen- 
sory events. Does the automatic pleasure most people feel upon seeing 
a sunset involve less appraisal than the automatic fear most feel if the 
chair they are sitting on collapses, or a car suddenly veers toward them 
at high speed when they are crossing a street? I don't think so. More- 
over, most of what provides us with sensory pleasure, whether it be 
through sight, hearing, taste, or smell, and to a lesser extent touch, are 
learned triggers, often involving extended appraisals. The pleasure 
felt, for example, when viewing an abstract painting by Picasso is not 
devoid of appraisal processes. Sensory pleasures are enjoyable, and I 
don't see any reason not to consider them as emotions. 


One of the simplest enjoyable emotions is amusement. Most of us 
like to be amused by something that we find funny; some of us are 
very amusing, with jokes effortlessly flowing forth. Large parts of 
the entertainment industry are dedicated to bringing forth this emo- 
tion, so we can easily choose when we want to be amused. Amuse- 
ment can vary from slight to extremely intense, with peals of laughter 
and even tears.“ 


When everything seems right in the world, when there is nothing 
we feel we need to do,* we are contented or, in the vernacular, we 
are laid-back, for those moments. I am not certain there is a facial 
sign of contentment; perhaps a relaxation of the facial muscles may 
occur. More likely is that contentment is heard in the voice. I will 
explain later how the differences among these enjoyable emotions 
are signaled more by the voice than the face. 


Excitement, on the other hand, arises in response to novelty or 
challenge. Tomkins thought excitement was the most intense form 
of the emotion of interest, but interest is largely cerebral, a thinking 
state, rather than an emotion. However, it is true that matters that 
start out as simply interesting can become exciting, especially when 
changes happen quickly or are challenging, unexpected, or novel. It 
is not easy to specify a universal excitement trigger or theme. All 
those that I think of—downhill skiing, shooting stars—are proba- 
bly, for some people, terrifying. I think there is often a close rela- 
tionship between excitement and fear, even if the fear is only 
vicarious and not brought about by actual danger. Excitement has its 
own unique flavor, different from any of the other enjoyable emo- 
tions. Although it may be felt alone, it often merges with one or 
more of the other enjoyable emotions. Excitement can also merge 
into angry outbursts as rage, or with fear into terror. 


Relief, often accompanied by a sigh, a deep inhalation and exha- 
lation of breath, is the emotion felt when something that had 
strongly aroused our emotions subsides. We are relieved to find out 
the test for cancer was negative, to find our child who was lost for a 
few minutes in the mall, to know that we passed a difficult test on 
which we thought we might have done poorly. Relief may also follow 


*I don't mean a mood, in which one feels relaxed, calm, and contented for a number of hours, as 
described in pages 50—51. 


positively valued experiences, such as the relief from sexual tension 
and excitement felt after orgasm, sometimes mixed in with the relief 
felt if there was worry about sexual performance. Fear is a frequent 
precursor of relief, but not always, since there may be no good reso- 
lution of whatever is frightening us. Moments of anguish can pre- 
cede relief felt when someone is able to reassure or comfort us about 
our loss. And moments of intense pleasure may precede relief. 
Relief is unusual in that it is not a stand-alone emotion; unlike any 
of the other emotions, it must always be immediately preceded by 
some other emotion. 


Yet another enjoyable emotion is wonder* We know very little 
about it, but an experience of intense wonder about fifteen years ago 
led me to propose that it is a distinctive emotion.’ Within five min- 
utes of meeting Richard Schechner, a professor of theater from New 
York University, I discovered a number of life coincidences, too 
many, in fact, to grasp: We had both grown up in Newark, New Jer- 
sey. Both attended the same grammar school, but never met since 
Richard was one year behind me. We had both moved to the same 
suburb, and to the very same street address! Even writing about it 
now, I begin to feel the wonderment I felt then. Richard's parents 
bought our home from my father after my mother died, and 
Richard's room was what had been my bedroom! 


The defining characteristics of wonder are its rarity and the feel- 
ing of being overwhelmed by something incomprehensible. Unlike 
most others who have written about wonderment, I think it is 
important to separate it from fear, although the two emotions can 
merge when we are threatened by something overwhelming, hard to 
understand fully or grasp. It is an intense, intrinsically enjoyable 
state. Nearly anything that is incredible, incomprehensible, and fas- 
cinating can be a source of wonderment. We don't understand what 
it is, or how it could happen, but we are not frightened by it, unless 
it poses a threat to our safety, and we then have fear as well. As 
Dacher Keltner and Jonathan Haidt said in their recent theory about 


"In earlier discussions I have used the term awe for what I now name as wonder. I have made the 
change because writer Claudia Sorsby pointed out that the Oxford English Dictionary tells us that awe 
has a strong component of fear and dread, while wonder does not. 


awe (which they and others use to refer to the combination of won- 
derment and fear), it is about "objects the mind has difficulty grasp- 
ing. . ."° It may be that wonder was not rare in earlier times in our 
history, when humans understood much less about the world about 
them. There have been virtually no scientific studies of wonder; 
think how difficult it would be to arrange for wonderment to occur 


in a laboratory, where it could be carefully measured. 


Darwin wrote about the goose bumps that occur in wonder, and 
that is one of the strongest physical sensations associated with this 
emotion. Based on personal experience, I think a tingling on the 
shoulders and back of the neck also occurs when wonder is trig- 
gered. There may also be a change in respiration, not the sigh of 
relief but deep inhalations and exhalations. Shaking the head in 
incredulity may occur. No one knows as yet if there is a distinctive 
signal in face, voice, or body movement for wonderment. 


Admiring people or finding them inspiring or charismatic gener- 
ates feelings that are related to wonderment, but again, I maintain 
they are different. Admiration does not generate the same internal 
sensations as feeling wonder—the goose bumps, respiration changes, 
sighs, or head shakes. We want to follow inspiring people, we feel 
attracted to them, but when we feel wonder, we stand still, we are not 
impelled to action. Think of the reaction of the people in the film 
Close Encounters of the Third Kind when they saw the lights of the 
space ships. 


Ecstasy or bliss, that state of self-transcendent rapture, achieved 
by some through meditation, by others through experiences in 
nature, and by still others through a sexual experience with a truly 
loved one, can be considered another enjoyable emotion. Similar to 
excitement and wonderment, ecstasy is an intense experience, not 
something one can experience in small amounts, just slightly.’ 


Jennifer Capriati, pictured on page 196, has just won the French 
Open tennis championship. She has accomplished something ter- 
rific, something challenging, especially as it came after she had left 
professional tennis for a few years because of personal problems. 
What's the word for that? We could say she feels great, or pleased, or 
happy, but those terms cover too many enjoyable emotions. She has 


met a challenge and done very well. It is a lot more than a feeling of 
satisfaction, it is a kind of pride, but that word covers too much. In 
this emotion the person has stretched to accomplish something diffi- 
cult and the feeling about having done so and succeeded is very 
enjoyable and quite unique. Others need not know about your 
accomplishment, you bask in it yourself. Italian psychologist Isabella 
Poggi identifies this emotion, which has no name in English, as fiero,* 


The posture shown by Capriati is often shown by athletes who 
win a difficult match, although athletics is not the only challenge 
that can trigger fiero. I feel fiero when I figure out the solution to a 
difficult intellectual problem. There is no audience whose adulation 
I am seeking. Fiero requires a difficult challenge, and a very good 
feeling one has about oneself at the moment of accomplishment. 
Triumph would not be the right word to describe this emotion, 
because that implies winning a contest, and that is only one of the 
contexts in which fiero will be felt. 


I believe this emotion is distinctive; it's not like the sensory plea- 
sures, nor relief, nor amusement. Excitement may precede fiero as 
we begin to meet a challenge, but it isn't excitement either. It is its 
own emotion. Indeed, while pride is traditionally listed as the first of 
the seven deadly sins, the desire to experience fiero has been essential 


throughout human history, as it has helped to motivate great efforts 
and great achievements.*” 

How do you feel when you hear that your son or daughter was 
accepted by the best college, performed beautifully in a recital, got 
an award from the scout troop, or accomplished anything else that 
matters? We could say proud, but it isn't specific enough to the pat- 
tern of physical sensations parents feel when their child accom- 
plishes something important, perhaps even exceeding the parents 
themselves. In Yiddish, however, there is a specific word for just this 
experience: naches. Author Leo Rosten defines naches as "the glow 
of pleasure-plus-pride that only a child can give to its parents: 'I 
have such naches.'"'° A related Yiddish word is kvell, which Rosten 
defines this way: "To beam-with-immense-pride-and-pleasure, most 
commonly over an achievement of a child or grandchild; to be so 


""" Naches is the emotion, 


proudly happy your buttons can bust. 
kvelling is its expression. My daughter suggested that children could 
feel naches about their parents’ accomplishments. Her insight gives 
me naches, and I am now kvelling. 

Naches ensures parental investment in facilitating the growth and 
achievements of their children. Unfortunately, some parents don't 
feel naches when their children excel, reaching beyond what the par- 
ents have done. Such envious parents are often competitive with 
their children, which can be very destructive to both parent and 
child. I have also seen this kind of competition more than once 
between mentor and students in the academic world. "Why did they 
invite her to the conference? I am the expert; she was my student." A 
teacher, like a parent, must feel naches if the student is to learn to 
feel fiero, and be motivated by fiero to greater heights, fully expect- 
ing their mentor to kvell. These examples raise the interesting possi- 
bility that there might be enjoyable emotions that some people never 
experience. Certainly that would be so with physical handicaps that 
block one or another of the sensory pleasures, but perhaps there are 
psychological handicaps that also block the ability to experience 
some of the enjoyable emotions. 


*Psychologist Michael Lewis retains the term pride for what I am calling fiero, distinguishing pride 
from hubris, but he does note that many fail to distinguish the fiero type of pride from hubris pride, 
feelings of satisfaction, or efficacy. 


Anthropologist Jonathan Haidt has suggested that what he calls 
elevation be considered another one of the enjoyable emotions. He 
describes it as "a warm, uplifting feeling that people experience 
when they see unexpected acts of human goodness, kindness and 


"2 When we feel elevated, we become motivated our- 


compassion. 
selves to become a better person, to engage in altruistic acts. I have 
little doubt that what Haidt has identified and named exists, but I 
am not certain it meets all the criteria for establishing that it is an 
emotion. Not everything we experience is an emotion; we also have 


thoughts, attitudes, and values, for example. 


Richard and Bernice Lazarus describe gratitude as "appreciation 


for an altruistic gift that provides benefit."”* 


They point out that 
when someone does something nice for us, and it is an altruistic act, 
not one that seems to benefit them, we are likely to feel gratitude. 
However, we could also feel embarrassed about being singled out for 
attention, resentful for feeling in their debt, or even angry, if we felt 
that the person who was so nice to us did so because she thought we 


were so needy. 


Indeed, gratitude is a complicated emotion, since it is difficult to 
know when it will arise. I expect there are major cultural differences 
about the social situations in which gratitude is experienced (the 
question of when to tip, for example, has very different answers in 
the United States and, say, Japan). In the United States, when peo- 
ple are just doing their job, they often say they don't expect to be 
thanked; if a nurse is just being a nurse when she takes excellent care 
of a very sick patient, one could say she doesn't expect or need grat- 
itude. My experience, however, has been the opposite; the expres- 
sion of gratitude is often appreciated in just such situations. 


I doubt that there is a universal gratitude signal. The only one I 
can think of is a slight bow of the head, but this movement can sig- 
nal many other matters, such as acknowledgment. I also doubt that 
there is a unique physiological pattern of sensations that character- 
izes gratitude. This is not to doubt that gratitude exists, just to ques- 
tion whether we should put it in the same bin with amusement, 
relief, sensory pleasures, etc. 

The feeling you experience when you learn that your worst enemy 
has suffered may also be enjoyable, a different kind of enjoyment 


than the ones we have considered so far. In German it is named 
schadenfreude. Unlike the other enjoyable emotions, schadenfreude 
is disapproved by some, at least, in Western societies (I don't know 
the attitude of non-Western societies about this emotion). We are 
not supposed to gloat over our successes, not enjoy the misfortunes 
of our rivals. Should gloating be considered a distinctive enjoyable 
emotion? Probably not; it is too much like fiero, displayed in front 
of others. 


Are there really sixteen enjoyable emotions? Do the five sensory 
pleasures, amusement, contentment, excitement, relief, wonder- 
ment, ecstasy, fiero, naches, elevation, gratitude, and schadenfreude 
all qualify as distinct emotions? Only research that examines when 
they occur, how they are signaled, and what occurs internally can 
answer those questions. For now I believe that we should investigate 
every one of them. Some might argue that if we don't have a word 
for an emotion then it doesn't qualify. Surely we should not be so 
narrow as to insist that it has to be an English word! I don't think it 
is essential that there be a word in any language, although I expect 
emotions would be named in some language. Words are not emo- 
tions; they are representations of emotions. We do need to be careful 
that our words do not mislead us about what are the emotions. The 
way we use words sometimes can be confusing. I have used the word 
amusement for the enjoyable emotion we feel in response to some- 
thing funny, typically a joke, but other matters as well that have a 
humorous quality. Now, however, consider the emotions we feel at 
an amusement park. There aren't usually too many jokes, although if 
comedians perform there we might be amused. Fun houses and 
roller coasters are more likely to generate excitement, fear, and relief 
than amusement. We might feel some fiero, as well, in having 
endured challenging experiences. If we knock over the bottles or 
score well at a shooting gallery, fiero might also be felt. If our chil- 
dren win in such games, we could feel naches. And there may be 
sensory pleasures of one kind or another, in the experiences offered. 
It would fit my use of words better to call it an enjoyment park. 


These enjoyable emotions motivate our lives; they cause us to do 
things that by and large are good for us. They encourage us to 
engage in activity that is necessary for the survival of our species— 


sexual relations and facilitating the growth of children. This is a far 
cry from hedonism, since altruistic acts, doing good, and creating 
wonderful things may be learned sources of fiero, excitement, 
amusement, sensory pleasures ... in fact, nearly all the enjoyable 
emotions. Pursuing enjoyment need not be solitary or selfish. 
Indeed, I believe just the opposite, that without friendship, without 
achievements, without the contact with others that generates sensory 
pleasures, life would be quite arid. 


Along with Tomkins, I believe the pursuit of enjoyment is a pri- 
mary motivation in our lives. But which enjoyable emotions do we 
most pursue? Each of us can experience all of these emotions, unless 
we are sensorily deprived, but most of us are specialists, craving some 
more than others. People organize their lives to maximize the experi- 
ence of some of these enjoyments. I tend to concentrate my efforts 
so I can feel fiero, naches, and some of the sensory pleasures; when 1 
was younger I was more focused on excitement than naches (since I 
didn't have children yet). I expect that over the course of a lifetime 
we shift our focus several times, but this, too, remains to be studied. 


The pursuit of contentment has always been low for me, but I 
have friends for whom it is a major goal, who seek moments of 
calmness and equanimity. Others I know deliberately enter threat- 
ening situations, magnifying their alarm, to experience excitement, 
fiero, and relief. And then there are still others for whom amuse- 
ment, being amused and amusing others, is the centerpiece of their 
personality. Altruistic people, who often choose to work in organiza- 
tions such as Habitat for Humanity or the Peace Corps, might be 
seeking elevation and gratitude, and perhaps also fiero. 


Turn back and look again at the picture of the Stirm family 
reunion. Let's try to identify which of the enjoyable emotions were 
being felt by the daughter racing with her arms outstretched to 
embrace her father. There is excitement, as well as anticipation of 
the sensory pleasures she will soon feel when she holds him and 
reexperiences the familiar feel and smell of him. She probably felt 
relief a few moments earlier, when she saw her father really had 
come back home without war injuries. There might also have been a 
moment of wonder at the sheer incomprehensibility of his returning 
after a five-year absence, a long segment of this young woman's life. 


Reunions with a person to whom you are very attached may be a 
universal theme for enjoyable emotions. In New Guinea, I found 
reunions with neighbors from friendly villages to be the best situa- 
tion for me to film spontaneous enjoyment. I would sit by the edge 
of a path, nearly concealed by the undergrowth, my movie camera 
ready to shoot, waiting for friends to meet. Reunions strengthen the 
bonds among people. Absence can indeed make the heart grow 
fonder; it feels good to see again people you care about. 


Sexual relations is another universal theme, in which many enjoy- 
able emotions may be felt. Obviously a number of the sensory plea- 
sures occur, plus excitement early on and relief after climax. Lust 
and sexual desire are loaded with erotic anticipation, anticipation of 
some of the sensory pleasures, and excitement at the prospect of 
what is desired. 


The birth of a wanted child was mentioned more than I had 
expected by college students, both male and female, whom I asked 
in an unpublished research study to describe the happiest event they 
could imagine anyone in the world would ever have experienced. 
Excitement, wonder, relief, fiero, and perhaps gratitude are likely 
among the most relevant enjoyable emotions. 


Being in the presence of a loved one is another universal theme. 
Both parental love and romantic love involve long-term commit- 
ments, intense attachments to a specific other person. Neither is 
itself an emotion. Emotions can be very brief, but love endures. 
However, while romantic love can endure throughout a lifetime, it 
often does not. Parental love more typically is a lifelong commit- 
ment, although there are exceptions in which parents disown their 
children. There is another meaning of love, which refers to a brief, 
momentary surge of extreme pleasure and engagement with the 
loved one.'° This is what I earlier described as ecstasy or bliss, and it 
can be considered an emotion. 


In loving family relationships we often feel many of the enjoyable 
emotions, but not without sometimes feeling nonenjoyable emotions 
as well. We can be angry, disgusted, or disappointed with loved 
ones, and we often feel despair and anguish if a loved one is seri- 
ously injured or dies. I believe parents may never stop worrying 
about the safety and welfare of their children, although they worry 


more when the children are young. Contact with one's children, 
real, remembered, or imagined, can generate many enjoyable emo- 
tions: sensory pleasures, naches, moments of contentment or excite- 
ment, relief when he or she gets out of jeopardy, and certainly, at 
times, amusement. 

In romantic love one can also feel all of the nonenjoyable emo- 
tions, but hopefully not as often as the enjoyable emotions. Disgust 
and contempt are rarely felt, and when they occur it is a sign that the 
relationship is in trouble. Romantic relationships differ in terms of 
which of the enjoyable emotions occur most often.'° Some couples 
jointly pursue fiero by working together, or by finding special satis- 
faction in what each other achieves. Others may focus more on 
excitement, or contentment, to give just a few examples. 


While I believe the themes I have mentioned are universal, they 
are elaborated by our experiences. Also, many, many other variations 
on these themes are learned and become major sources of the differ- 
ent emotions of enjoyment. 

There are moods related to some of the enjoyable emotions, 
specifically excitement, contentment, and amusement. These feel- 
ings can be extended for long periods, for hours, in a state in which 
one can very easily feel the emotions related to the mood. 

At the beginning of this chapter I said the word happiness didn't 
tell us which kind of happiness was occurring. A further ambiguity is 
that happiness can also refer to an entirely different matter, which is 
the person's overall sense of subjective well-being. Psychologist Ed 
Diener, the leader in the study of subjective well-being, defines it as 
people's evaluations of their lives. It has been primarily measured by 
their answers to such questions as, "In most ways my life is close to 
my ideal," or, "So far I have gotten the important things I want in 
life." A number of different factors seem to enter into well-being: sat- 
isfactions in specific domains such as work and how often the person 
experiences enjoyable as compared to nonenjoyable emotions. 


Subjective well-being has been extensively studied with question- 
naires all over the world. It would take us too far afield to give more 
than a taste of the findings, but one universal finding is a positive 
correlation with purchasing-power income. A cultural difference is 
that self-respect is more related to subjective well-being in Western 


cultures than in non-Western cultures. Across cultures, having a 
close relationship is also associated with well-being." 

There is also a set of personality traits that are related to the 
enjoyable emotions. People whose personality test scores are high on 
extraversion and emotional stability report greater happiness.'® 
Research on how such personality traits would lead to greater happi- 
ness have not considered the different types of enjoyment I have 
delineated, but they have suggested how being extroverted might 
predispose one to be happier. Extroverts may be less sensitive to 
rejection or punishment or more prone to make favorable compar- 
isons between themselves and others. It may also be that extroverts 


fit better than introverts in American culture.'” 


People also differ in their usual levels of optimism and cheerful- 
ness, and this appears to be an enduring characteristic rather than a 
reaction to a specific situation or event. Christopher Peterson, one of 
the experts in the field, suggests that optimism is an attitude about 
the likelihood of experiencing enjoyable emotions.”° While not 
everyone is very optimistic, having such an outlook is good for 
you— it is found in people who have more enjoyment in their lives, 
greater perseverance, and higher achievements. Remarkably, a num- 
ber of studies suggest that optimistic people have better health and 
actually live longer!*! Peterson suggests that one's overall optimism 
about life "may be a biologically given tendency, filled in by culture 
with a socially acceptable content, it leads to desirable outcomes 
because it produces a general state of vigor and resilience."”’ Peter- 
son also asks, "How does optimism feel? Is it happiness, joy, hypo- 
mania [a mental disorder in which there are very high spirits], or 
simply contentment?"”* 


In earlier chapters I described how an overabundance of certain 
upsetting emotions—fear, anger, and sadness were the easiest to 
exemplify in this regard—was a sign of an emotional disorder. The 
total absence of an enjoyable emotion—not being capable of feeling 
fiero, naches, sensory pleasures, etc.—is labeled as the psychiatric 
disorder of anhedonia. Excessive, unremitting excitement, mixed 
sometimes with bliss and fiero, are components of the emotional 
disorder of mania. 


Recognizing Enjoyment in Others 


It is obvious from even a cursory glance at the pictures shown in this 
chapter so far that a smile is the facial signal of the enjoyable emo- 
tions. Amusement, fiero, naches, contentment, excitement, sensory 
pleasures, relief, wonderment, schadenfreude, ecstasy, and perhaps 
elevation and gratitude, all involve smiling. Those smiles may differ 
in intensity, how quickly they appear, how long they stay on the 
face, and how long it takes for them to fade. 


If these different enjoyable emotions all share the smiling expres- 
sion, then how do we know which one is being felt by another per- 
son? Recent work, which I mentioned in chapter 4, has supported 
my hunch’ that it is the voice, not the face, that provides the signals 
that distinguish one enjoyable emotion from another. English psy- 
chologists Sophie Scott and Andrew Calder have identified different 
vocal signals for contentment, relief, sensory pleasure involving 
touch, and fiero. They established that these emotions are signaled 
by the voice, posing each voice sound and finding that people who 
listened had no trouble identifying one emotion from another. They 
have not yet described precisely what it is in the sound of the voice 
that signals each of these enjoyable emotions. I expect they will find 
vocal signals for the other enjoyable emotions as well. 


Smiles can be confusing, not only because they occur with each 
of the enjoyable emotions, but also because they are shown when 
people do not feel enjoyment of any kind, for example in politeness. 
One difference separates enjoyment smiles from nonenjoyment 
smiles. It is a subtle difference, and our research with psychologist 
Mark Frank suggests that most people miss it.” If you don't know 
what to look for you may be misled, confused, or reach the conclu- 
sion that smiles aren't really very reliable. That is untrue; smiles 
unambiguously, if subtly, tell us whether they spring from enjoy- 
ment or not. 


More than one hundred years ago, the great French neurologist 
Duchenne de Boulogne discovered how the true enjoyment smile 
differs from all of the nonenjoyment smiles.” He had been study- 
ing how each facial muscle changes people's appearances by electri- 
cally stimulating different parts of the face and photographing the 


resulting muscular contractions. (He conducted the experiment with 
a man who felt no pain in his face, so he wasn't bothered by the pro- 
cedure.) When Duchenne looked at the smiling photograph pro- 
duced by activating what is called the zygomatic major muscle—it 
goes from the cheekbones down at an angle to the corner of the lips, 
pulling the lip corners up at an angle into a smile—he noted that the 
man didn't really look happy. A good experimentalist, Duchenne 
told the man a joke and photographed his reaction. The comparison 
revealed that in true enjoyment, as shown in response to the joke, 
the man didn't just smile, but also activated the muscle that circles 
around the eye. Compare for yourself the picture in which the man 
has electrodes on his face (on the left) with the picture without elec- 
trodes, in which he is smiling in response to the joke (on the right). 


THE DUCHENNE SMILE 


Duchenne wrote: "The emotion of frank joy is expressed on the 
face by the combined contraction of the zygomaticus major muscle 
and the orbicularis oculi. The first obeys the will but the second is 
only put in play by the sweet emotions of the soul [remember, he 
was writing in 1862]; the. . . fake joy, the deceitful laugh, cannot 
provoke the contraction of this latter muscle... . The muscle 
around the eye does not obey the will; it is only brought into play by 


a true feeling, by an agreeable emotion. Its inertia, in smiling, 
unmasks a false friend."”” 

Our research’? confirmed Duchenne's assertion that no one can 
voluntarily contract the orbicularis oculi muscle (it "does not obey 
the will"), although it is only part of that muscle that is hard to con- 
tract voluntarily. There are two parts of this muscle, an inner part 
that tightens the lids and the skin directly below them and an outer 
part that runs all around the eye socket—pulling down the eyebrows 
and the skin below the eyebrows, pulling up the skin below the eye, 
and raising the cheeks. Duchenne was correct about the outer part 
of the muscle; very few people can voluntarily contract it (only 
about 10 percent of those we studied). 


The inner part, the eyelid tightener, everyone can do, and there- 
fore its absence cannot "unmask a false friend." Actors who convinc- 
ingly look as if they are enjoying themselves are either among that 
small group who can contract the outer part of this muscle volun- 
tarily, or, more likely, they are retrieving a memory that generates 
the emotion, which then produces the true involuntary expression. 


Although Charles Darwin quoted Duchenne and used some of 
his photographs to illustrate the difference between smiles, the sci- 
entists who studied facial expressions over the next hundred years 
ignored Duchenne's discovery.” My colleagues and I reintroduced 
Duchenne's discovery twenty years ago,’ and we and others have 
since shown its importance. For example, when a ten-month-old 
infant is approached by a stranger, the baby's smile will not involve 
the muscle around the eye; the eye-orbiting muscle is, however, 
involved in the smile when the mother approaches the infant.**! 
When happily married couples meet at the end of the day, their 
smile involves the muscle around the eye, but it is absent in the smile 
shown when unhappily married couples meet.” People discussing 
the recent death of a spouse who manage to show smiles that involve 
the muscle orbiting the eye have reduced grief two years later.” (It 
is not that they are enjoying their spouse's death, but they are able to 
remember enjoyable experiences, and for a moment reexperience 


*While I don't expect that ten-month-old babies are lying when they make a non-Duchenne smile at 
strangers, they are capable at chat age of showing a social smile, the kind of smile that throughout life 
we show when first: meeting a stranger. 


that enjoyment.) Women who showed smiles involving the muscle 
around the eye in their college yearbook photographs reported less 
distress thirty years later, as well as greater overall emotional and 
physical well-being.** In general, people who frequently show smiles 
involving the muscle around the eye report feeling more happiness, 
have lower blood pressure, and are reported by their spouses and 
friends to be happy.” And in our own research we found that smil- 
ing with both the eye muscle and the lips activated areas of the brain 
(left temporal and anterior regions) found in spontaneous enjoy- 
ment, but smiling with the lips alone did not do so.” 

In his honor I have suggested that we call the true smile of enjoy- 
ment, in which the outer portion of the muscle that orbits the eye is 
involved, a Duchenne smile. 


A 


At first glance it might seem that the only difference between 
these photos is that the eyes are narrower in photo B, but if you 
compare A with B carefully you will see a number of differences. In 
B, which shows real enjoyment with a Duchenne smile, the cheeks 
are higher, the contour of the cheeks has changed, and the eyebrows 
have moved down slightly. These are all due to the action of the 
outer part of the muscle that orbits the eye. 

When the smile is much broader, there is only one clue that dis- 
tinguishes between enjoyment and nonenjoyment smiles. A broad 
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smile, such as in photo C, pushes up the cheeks, gathers the skin 


under the eye, narrows the eye aperture, and even produces crow's- 
feet wrinkles—all of this without any involvement of the muscle 
that orbits the eye. 

In comparison, photo D shows the eyebrow and eye cover fold 
(the skin between the eyelid and the eyebrow) have been pulled 
down by the muscle orbiting the eye. Photo D is a broad enjoyment 
smile while C is a very broad nonenjoyment smile. Photo C, inci- 
dentally, is a composite photograph made by pasting D from the 
lower eyelids down onto the neutral photograph E. Photo F, below, 
is another composite photograph, in which the smiling lips from 
picture D have been pasted onto the neutral photograph E. Human 
beings cannot produce the expression shown in photo F. It should 
look strange to you, and the reason it looks so strange is because 
when the smile is this broad it produces all the changes in the cheeks 
and eyes that you see in D. I made this composite illustration to 
underline the fact that very broad smiles change not only the lips 
but also the cheeks and the appearance of the skin below the eyes. 


There are many different nonenjoyment smiles. Some, such as the 
polite smile, involve just the smiling lips. That is also shown in smiles 
used to indicate that the listener agrees with or understands what the 
speaker is saying during a conversation. Some nonenjoyment smiles 
require other facial actions in addition to the smiling lips. 


EMOTIONS REVEALED 


(NEUTRAL) 


This New Guinea man was a respected elder in his village. His 
hesitant or cautious smile signals that he means no harm, but that he 
is not yet certain about what is going to happen next. I was a very- 
unpredictable person for the people in this village, doing amazing, 
strange things—lighting a match, shining a flashlight, making 


HESITANT SMILE 


music come out of a box. He had been confronted with such won- 
ders and was attracted to me as a source of such astonishment, 
excitement, and amusement, but he could not know when I might 
startle or awe him. The parting of the smiling lips, as well as his 
crossed arms, help to convey the hesitance. 

Barbs had been flying all day. President Ronald Reagan finally 
finished his speech to the NAACP, but during his introduction, 
Chairman Margaret Bush Wilson jabbed him several times, recall- 
ing that he had failed to appear at the group's convention during the 
presidential campaign. She also brought the delegates to their feet 
cheering when she issued this disclaimer: "The NAACP does not 
necessarily subscribe to the views that are about to be expressed." 
After his speech the president hugged Wilson, a perfect occasion for 
what can be called a miserable smile or grin-and-bear-it smile.*’ 
This smile acknowledges unenjoyable emotions; it shows you are a 
good sport, that you can take the criticism and still smile about it. It 
is not an attempt to conceal emotion but a visible comment on being 
miserable. It means that the person who shows it is not, at least for 
the moment, going to protest much about his misery. 


Notice that in addition to smiling broadly, former President Rea- 


GRIN-AND-BEAR-IT SMILE 


gan has pressed his lips together; from the wrinkling on his chin we 
can also tell that he has pushed his lower lip upward. From the pho- 
tograph we can't tell if the muscle that orbits the eye had acted; Rea- 
gan could have been enjoying his predicament. Miserable smiles 
typically occur when no real enjoyment is present, but it is possible, 
as in this instance. 


MANAGING EMOTION WITH A SMILE 


After he resigned, former president Richard Nixon showed this 
expression in a tearful farewell to those who had served his presi- 
dency, moments before he left the White House for the last time. No 
one would question Nixon's unhappiness at this moment, but the 
trace of a smile shows that he is not breaking down, he will manage 
his regret and likely despair. The lips are turned down very slightly, 
a sign of sadness, an expression that would have been more intense 
if he had not also been trying to smile. There is no sparkle in his 
eyes, a sign often produced in enjoyment smiles by the actions of 
the orbicularis oculi muscle. There is also slight lip pressing, as the 
former president attempted to control his emotions. 


Now we'll turn to some final pictures showing blends of enjoy- 
ment with other emotions. 

Each of the pictures in the row on page 212 show mixed smiles. 
The combination of brow lowering and smiling visible in photo G is 
rarely shown. It is not an angry smile, because the lips aren't nar- 
rowed and tensed and the upper eyelid hasn't been raised. I can't be 
certain what it might signal, because I have not seen it in any of my 
research. Photo H is easier, for it clearly shows disgust, due to the 


raising of the upper lip; the smile adds a bit of hesitation to the 
expression, but it is not an instance of someone who is actually 


enjoying her disgust. In picture I there is a blend of enjoyment and 
contempt, forming a smug expression. You saw this picture before in 
the previous chapter on disgust and contempt. 


Using the Information from Expressions 


In earlier chapters I have discussed how to use the information you 
derive from subtle facial expressions in various relationships. I won't 
do that here, since it is rare that sensing that someone is having one 
or another kind of enjoyable experience creates a problem. Often it 
does not even matter whether a person is showing a Duchenne 
smile, actual enjoyment, or a polite or even a fake smile. If your boss 
tells you a joke that you don't find very funny, you will still smile, 
and in all likelihood your boss wouldn't scrutinize your expression 
carefully to be certain you really liked her joke. What matters is that 
you made the attempt to look as if you enjoyed yourself. There may 
be times, however, when you really care whether the other person is 
truly enjoying himself or herself, and the place to look, you now 
know, is the eye cover fold directly below the eyebrows. 


Conclusion: 
Living with 
Emotion 


We each experience the same emo- 
tions, but we all experience them differently. The way in which I 
experience anger is not, for example, the same in all ways as the way 
in which my wife experiences anger. We know that, having lived 
together for more than twenty years, but we would have a hard time 
describing the differences. Like most people, we don't have a frame- 
work for examining how our experiences differ and how they may 
be the same. We do know that we don't have all of the same specific 
triggers for our anger, and that I get angry more quickly than she 
does, but beyond that we couldn't say much. When we are con- 
fronted by our differences because one or both of us is angry, we are 
too much caught up in the moment to recognize the other ways in 
which we differ in how we experience anger. And yet, when angry 
we also have some aspects of the experience in common—it is usu- 
ally an obstacle to what we are doing that makes us angry, we show 
fairly similar expressions on our face, our voices get the same edge, 
our hearts beat faster, our hands get warmer. Our individual differ- 
ences circle around these universals in emotion. 


It is fitting that I describe individual differences in emotional 
experience in the last chapter of this book, because it is based on the 
research I am doing right now, and have been working on for much 
of the last decade with my friend and colleague Robert Levenson. 
While my best-known work is on the universal elements in emotion, 


I am now examining the exact opposite, how each individual's emo- 
tional experience is unique. Individual differences were present in 
my study of universals, as they are in virtually any study of emo- 
tion, but because the evidence for universals was so strong, the indi- 
vidual differences could be set aside. 

I had been attracted to the universals question because it had such 
a distinguished history, with famous people in disagreement. Having 
resolved that dispute to my own satisfaction, the study of individual 
differences attracted me as a way to deepen my understanding of my 
own life and the lives of my family and friends. I am not trying to find 
out why we have differences in how we experience emotions. Instead, 
the first step is to identify those differences, to find out what they are, 
to establish the basis for individual emotional profiles of the unique 
ways in which we experience each emotion. It is amazing to me that 
some of the most fundamental questions about how individuals differ 
in emotional experience haven't yet been asked, let alone answered. 


We do know that people differ in the typical strength of their 
experience of a particular emotion. Some people typically have a 
very intense anger response, while others have moderate or mild 
anger (and not just because they are deliberately controlling their 
anger). Some people get angry much more quickly than others, and 
some people's anger usually lasts a long time, while others have very 
brief bursts of anger. Once anger begins to subside it can disap- 
pear quickly, or it can ebb very slowly. So considering just these four 
ways in which an emotional experience can differ—speed of emo- 
tional onset, strength of emotional response, duration of the 
emotional response, and how long it takes to recover and go back 
to a baseline state—there are a lot of interesting questions to ask. 
Does everyone who gets angry quickly get over it quickly, or can you 
have a fast onset with a long recovery time? If you have a fast onset, 
does that mean you will have a very strong angry response, or can 
you have a fast onset and weak or low-intensity anger? And if the 
anger is very intense, does that mean it typically lasts a short time, in 
very brief bursts of intense but short duration, or can it last a long 
time? 


I have some answers to these questions, from data I have just fin- 


ished analyzing and am preparing for scientific publication. Amaz- 
ingly, everything that could happen did happen. Take the relation- 
ship between strength of response and speed of response. I had 
expected to find that fast responders were usually strong responders, 
but about just as many were weak responders. And slow responders 
were split between strong and weak responders. The same was so for 
the relationship between the duration of response (how long an 
emotion lasts) and the strength of response. I thought that if you 
have a strong response, it would take longer for it to end. Not so. 
The strong response people were split between short and long dura- 
tion, and the weak response people were also just about split 
between short and long duration responses. We are still working on 
this research, asking other questions about how individuals differ. 


The frequency of our emotional episodes is another crucial fea- 
ture in understanding an individual's emotional profile. You might be 
a person who gets angry slowly, never getting furious, whose anger 
lasts a fair amount of time, and then immediately disappears, but 
you might have such angry episodes only a few times a year. Alter- 
natively, you might have them a few times a week. How well we can 
control what we do and say and feel during an emotional episode is 
also an important element in each individual's emotional profile, 
while another aspect is how clearly we signal others how we are feel- 
ing. Some people have very subtle signs of how they feel, even when 
they are not trying to control how they are feeling. Others have very 
strong, clear emotional facial and vocal expressions, even when they 
are trying to control them. Last are the events that most readily trig- 
ger each of our emotions. 


Will whatever we find about one emotion, let's say anger, also 
apply to fear or sadness? Will a person have the same profile—fast 
onset, moderate strength, long duration, quick recovery, frequent 
occurrence, easy to control with a clear signal—for anger, fear, and 
sadness? On still another level we can ask: If a person has strong 
emotional facial or vocal signals, would that person also have strong 
changes in his or her autonomic nervous system, or are these two 
systems of emotional responding disconnected? We don't know the 
answers to all of these questions, but we do know enough to believe 


that there are important differences in how people experience emo- 
tions, and that they are often not recognized.’ 

If you are interested in charting your own emotional profile, and 
perhaps the profile of another person with whom you are intimately 
involved, you can find a tool that will allow you to do so on the Web 
page: emotionsrevealed.com 

Now let me describe the common characteristics found in emo- 
tions. Bringing together the ideas that appeared in the early chap- 
ters, an emotion has the following defining characteristics: 


e There is a feeling, a set of sensations that we experience and 
often are aware of. 

e An emotional episode can be brief, sometimes lasting only a 
few seconds, sometimes much longer. If it lasts for hours, then it is a 
mood and not an emotion. 

e It is about something that matters to the person. 

e We experience emotions as happening to us, not chosen by us. 

e The appraisal process, in which we are constantly scanning our 
environment for those things that matter to us, is usually automatic. 
We are not conscious of our appraising, except when it is extended 
over time. 

e There is a refractory period that initially filters information and 
knowledge stored in memory, giving us access only to what supports 
the emotion we are feeling. The refractory period may last only a 
few seconds, or it may endure for much longer. 

e We become aware of being emotional once the emotion has 
begun, when the initial appraisal is complete. Once we become con- 
scious that we are in the grip of an emotion, we can reappraise the 
situation. 

e There are universal emotional themes that reflect our evolu- 
tionary history, in addition to many culturally learned variations 
that reflect our individual experience. In other words, we become 
emotional about matters that were relevant to our ancestors as well 
as ones we have found to matter in our own lives. 

e The desire to experience or not experience an emotion moti- 
vates much of our behavior. 


e An efficient signal—clear, rapid, and universal—informs oth- 
ers of how the emotional person is feeling. 


Before closing, I'd like to mention a few emotions I have not cov- 
ered in this book: guilt, shame, and embarrassment.*” These emo- 
tions do not seem to meet this last criterion, since they do not have 
efficient signals that make them readily distinguishable from one 
another or from sadness. In guilt and shame, however, this makes 
sense, since when feeling these emotions the person does not want 
others to know how he or she feels, and so perhaps a signal did not 
evolve. Embarrassment is more problematic. The blush doesn't qual- 
ify as an embarrassment signal because it is not observable in dark- 
skinned people. Dacher Keltner has shown that there is not a single 
momentary expression for embarrassment, as there is for anger, fear, 
disgust, contempt, sadness, and enjoyment. Instead, embarrassment is 
shown through a sequence of expressions over time.’ Perhaps embar- 
rassment came late in our evolutionary history, and there has not yet 
been enough time for an efficient signal to have been developed. 

Envy is another emotion that meets most of the characteristics 
listed above, with the exception that there does not seem to be a sig- 
nal.* Jealousy I don't consider an emotion, but an emotional scene or 
plot, in which there are three actors, the one who fears losing the 
attention of another, the other, and the rival. Within this plot we 
can say something about what emotions each person may feel, but 
that isn't fixed. The rival could feel guilty, ashamed, afraid, angry, or 
contemptuous, depending upon the circumstances. The person con- 
cerned about losing the interest of the other person might feel 
angry, afraid, sad, or disgusted. And the person whose attention is 
being sought could have a number of different emotions. 

Even though they do not have clear and efficient signals, I have 
no doubt that embarrassment, guilt, shame, and envy are also emo- 
tions. I have chosen not to devote chapters to them because I have 
not done research on them myself. 


*In 1872, Charles Darwin claimed, rightly, i believe, that it is attention to the self, particularly to 
appearance, that brings forth embarrassment, felt just as much in response to praise as disparagement. 


I have described many of the emotions that fill our lives, explaining 
the usual triggers for each of them, when and why they are useful to 
us, how to recognize the most subtle expressions of those emotions 
in others, and how to use the information we can glean from such 
subtle expressions in the workplace, family life, and friendships. The 
early chapters addressed two of the toughest problems most of us 
experience in our emotional life. I explained why it is so hard to 
change what we become emotional about. It is not impossible, just 
difficult. We need to identify our own hot triggers and to under- 
stand what factors determine how likely we are to be able to weaken 
them. Equally difficult, but not impossible, is to change how we act 
when we are emotional so our emotional behavior is not harmful to 
others or ourselves. The key here is to develop a kind of awareness, 
which I called attentiveness, so we know when we are becoming emo- 
tional before a lot of time has elapsed. Exercises I provided to 
heighten our awareness of the physical sensations we experience 
during each emotion can help in becoming attentive, as well as other 
approaches that I mention. 


When I began research on emotion decades ago, there were fewer 
than a handful of us—worldwide—doing such research. Now there 
must be thousands. A handbook just published has more than forty 
separate chapters, each describing a different set of findings and 
questions about emotions, moods, and emotional traits.” Here, I 
have not tried to cover all that is known but have sifted out what I 
think is most relevant to understanding and improving emotional 
life, and what I know most about. There will be many new findings 
in the next decade to add to what I have written. 


Appendix: 
Reading Faces - 
The Test 


I suggest that you take this test before you read the book, before you 
see the pictures in chapters 5 through 9, as well as after you've had 
time to study them. If this is your first time taking the test, and 
especially if you haven't delved into the book yet, then don't look at 
the photographs on the next pages until after you've read this intro- 
duction on how to get the most from the test. 


Why would you want to take this test? Doesn't everyone already 
know how to read facial expressions? Doesn't my research show that 
it's an inborn ability? While I am convinced that we don't need to 
learn how to make the facial expressions of emotion (they are preset 
by our evolution and occur spontaneously when an emotion is 
aroused), it is less certain whether the ability to recognize those sig- 
nals also operates from preset instructions or is instead learned early 
in life. There may be an intermediate ground, as well, in which pre- 
set instructions may be damaged or destroyed by severely disturbed 
early experience. Although we cannot be certain exactly what is 
responsible for the deficits, we do know that neglected and abused 
children are not as accurate as well-treated children in recognizing 
different facial expressions of emotion.' 


Fortunately, most people had a childhood in which they were not 
neglected or abused and can recognize emotional expressions in the 
face and voice if the expressions are intense and the person showing 
the expression is not attempting to diminish or conceal signs of 


emotion. Often that is not the case. My research’ has shown that 
most people don't appear to utilize the information contained in the 
more subtle expressions shown in this book. And in many conversa- 
tions, subtle expressions occur much more often than full and 
intense expressions; and the subtle ones are often the most impor- 
tant ones, for they can tell us what is not yet being said in words or 
may not ever be said. 


When an emotion is just beginning to be experienced, and that 
emotion is not intense, it may show in a very slight expression in 
which the muscles are not contracted very much, or it may register as 
apartial expression, evident in just one area of the face but not across 
the entire face in a full expression. (Note that not all emotions when 
they first begin to be experienced are low intensity; it is possible for 
an emotion right from the start to be very strong.) When people are 
trying to regulate their emotional expressions so as to diminish any 
sign of what occurs, then that may also result in a slight or partial 
expression. When we see a slight or partial expression, we can assume 
it is either just beginning or is being regulated to appear weaker. 


If we are trying to eliminate any sign at all of the emotion, that may 
also result in a micro expression, in which the expression is shown very 
briefly, typically for only one-fifth of a second or less. Micro expres- 
sions occur when a person is consciously trying to conceal all signs of 
how he or she is feeling (the person knows how he or she is feeling but 
doesn't want you to know). Micro expressions may also occur when 
the inhibition of expression occurs outside of consciousness, when 
the person doesn't consciously know how he or she is feeling. 


Micro expressions may be very brief full expressions or they may 
be very brief partial and/or slight expressions. The combination of 
all three—micro (very brief), partial (only registered in one area), 
and slight (not much muscular contraction)—are the hardest to rec- 
ognize. But you can learn to do so. 


Instructions for Taking the Test 


You will need a sheet of lined paper, with lines numbered from 1 to 
14. At the top of the paper write the following words: anger, fear, 
sadness, disgust, contempt, surprise, enjoyment. These are the possi- 


ble choices for the expressions in each of the fourteen photographs 
on the following pages. You can write any word down on the line for 
the photograph if you don't think one of these words fits what you 
have seen. You will also need a slip of paper to use as a bookmark. 

You need to look at each picture for just a fraction of a second, so 
it will be similar to a micro expression. Later, you will have a chance 
to look at them longer and see if you do better. 

The face that you see should be the same size it would be in real 
life, that is, the size of a normal person's face. Because the picture is 
smaller, you will have to hold it at arm's length, so it will have the 
same image size on your retina as it would if a person was sitting at 
usual conversational distance from you. 

It is important that you look at only one picture at a time. Look 
at each picture as briefly as you can and immediately close the 
book. (Leave in the bookmark, so you will be able to get back to 
that spot easily.) Often you won't know what emotion a picture 
showed, but don't look a second time. Play your hunch, use your 
intuition, and guess if you have to, because you may have recog- 
nized the expression—these are universal and ingrained, remem- 
ber—without your realizing it. Write down one of the emotion 
words that you listed at the top of your page or another word that 
you think fits better. Do this until you have completed viewing all 
fourteen pictures. 


Now it is time for you to have a second chance in which you will 
look longer. It is better to take a break for a few minutes and use a 
fresh piece of paper so you are less likely to remember your first 
impressions of each photo. When you are ready, hold the book at 
arm's length and look at each photo one at a rime, glancing, for one 
second only (say "one-one-thousand" to yourself slowly), and writ- 
ing down your interpretation of the face. You might wonder why 
you are told to look for only one second, for surely expressions often 
last longer. We have found that during conversation most expres- 
sions are between one-half of a second and two and a half seconds. 
While many are longer than the one second, those expressions often 
compete for your attention with the other person's words, voice, and 
body movements, as well as your thoughts about what the person is 
saying and doing, let alone other distractions. 


APPENDIX 


Having done this twice, if you have the patience, you might go 
through the test one more time, taking as long as you want to inter- 
pret the expressions. 

When you are ready to look up the answers, turn to page 237. 
Keep a tally of how many you got right by intuition and by practice. 
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Recognizing the Expressions—The Answers 


Photo 1 

Slight sadness. If you thought of any related word, such as "blue" or "dejected" or 
"depressed," that would also be correct. The expression is shown in the drooping 
upper eyelids. Tired or sleepy could also be correct, not because it is a related word 
but because the drooping eyelids she shows can occur in tiredness as well as sad- 
ness; when the upper eyelids begin to droop in tiredness, you might, however, see 
the eyes lose their focus, and an occasional yawn or shaking of the head. More 
about sadness signs in chapter 5. 


Photo 2 

Disgust. Again, a related word would be acceptable, but not one in the anger fam- 
ily, such as annoyed or irritated. The clue is in the slight contraction of the mus- 
cle that wrinkles the nose and narrows the eyes. Chapter 8 explains more about 
how to distinguish anger from disgust. 


Photo 3 

Slight sadness, again, this time expressed in the lips with the slight pulling down 
of the lip corners. Compare the position of the lips in this picture with the posi- 
tion in photo 1, in which the lips are relaxed. Sadness can be expressed through 
the lips, the eyelids, or both, as described in chapter 5. 


Photo 4 

Slight enjoyment; any word in that set of words—pleased, OK, feels good— 
would be correct. Compare the lips in this picture with the relaxed lips in photo 1. 
Chapter 9 describes the appearance of enjoyment. 


Photo5 

Highly controlled or very slight anger (annoyance)—or determination. You 
can't be certain when the only clue is a slight pressing and narrowing of the lips. 
You don't want to miss this clue, even though it is ambiguous, because if you 
spotted it in real life, you probably would be able to figure out whether it is an 
anger sign or determination based on when it was shown or what was being said 
by you or that person. This can be one of the earliest signs of anger, alerting 
you before matters get irreversible; sometimes this sign occurs before the other 
person recognizes that he or she is becoming angry. More about anger signs in 
chapter 6. 


Photo 6 

Slight or highly controlled fear. The most common mistake is to interpret this as a 
sign of disgust. The clue to fear is the slightly stretched lips. Sometimes when a 
person is describing or thinking about a time when he or she was afraid, but not 
actually feeling it in the moment, the person will show this subtle fear expression. 
Fear is discussed in chapter 7. 


Photo7 

Disgust again, this time shown not in the eyes or nose but in the slightly raised 
upper lip. Disdain could also describe this expression. Disgust is discussed at fur- 
ther length in chapter 8. 


Photo8 

Upset, unhappy, miserable, perplexed . . . These are all possibilities, all of which 
refer to the anger theme of having an obstacle in the path of a goal. It might even 
be highly controlled anger. The lowered brows and tensed lower eyelids signal 
anger. More about this and how to tell which one it is in chapter 6. 


Photo 9 

A masked expression of anger. The person looks happy because of her smiling 
lips, but the eyebrows don't fit an enjoyable emotion. This could either be an 
attempt to mask anger (the emotion shown in the eyebrows) with a happy smile, a 
blend of anger and enjoyment, or amusement about being perplexed or con- 
founded. The eyebrows in this picture are the same as those shown in photo 8, but 
the movement is a little stronger. More on anger in chapter 6. 


Photo 10 

Fear or surprise—or just rapt attention. It's hard to be certain when the clue is 
limited to just the raised upper eyelids. If it is fear or surprise, it would be either 
slightly felt or highly controlled stronger feelings. Fear and surprise are explained 
in chapter 7. 


Photo 11 

Controlled anger, very slight annoyance just beginning, or having trouble focus- 
ing on something (literally or figuratively). When the clue is the tensed eyelids, 
the context could help in identifying the correct understanding of the person's 
emotion. More on anger in chapter 6. 


Photo 12 

Worry, apprehension, or controlled fear. This configuration in the eyebrows is one 
of the most reliable signs of these feelings. Chapter 7 shows how this differs from 
the registration of surprise in the eyebrows. 


Photo 13 

Controlled anger or annoyance. The clue is the jaw, which is moved forward. The 
lower eyelids are also slightly tensed. Again, chapter 6 describes the full range of 
anger expressions. 


Photo 14 
Contempt, smug, or disdainful. The tightening of one lip corner signals this set of 
related emotions. More about contempt and how it differs from disgust in chapter 8. 


Don't worry about how many you missed. Most people who look 
at these photographs briefly do not get more than five correct. Even 
when people get to look longer, most don't get more than ten cor- 
rect. They are hard—because they are partial, slight, and sometimes 
involve two emotions merging into a blend. It should get easier to 
recognize these emotions once you have read the explanations of 
how each emotion is registered in the face and see many more pho- 
tographs of subtle expressions that will help you become more aware 
of these facial signals. 

Remember at the opening of this chapter I explained that there 
were three types of subtle expressions—partial, slight, and micro 
expressions? It's important to keep in mind that if you are able to 
pick up partial or slight emotional expressions like the ones in this 
test, or a micro expression that flashes briefly across the face, you 
don't know why the expression has been shown in this manner. 
There are several possibilities: 


Slight expression e Beginning of an emotion 

e Weak emotion 

e Diminished emotion 

¢ Failed attempt to conceal an emotion 


Partial expression e Weak emotion 
e Diminished emotion 
e Failed attempt to conceal an emotion 


Micro expression ¢ Deliberate suppression of an emotion 
e Unconscious suppression of an emotion 


With so many possibilities, it might seem that you won't be able 
to use this information effectively. But consciously recognizing what 
emotion a person is feeling is a big step in improving communica- 
tion. In some cases, based on the context and a partial or slight 
expression, you may be able to tell that another person's emotion is 


just beginning; your reaction during the person's refractory period, 
which I discuss in chapter 3, can make a difference. Sometimes, in 
fact, you may know how a person is feeling before he or she knows, 
especially if the signal is a micro expression that resulted from sup- 
pression. You may also be able to recognize that there is a chance a 
person is trying to diminish or conceal her expressions, and that may 
influence your response to what he or she is saying or doing. As you 
become more familiar with each emotion family described in chap- 
ters 5 through 9, and practice identifying slight and partial expres- 
sions, you will find that this powerful information can be applied to 
your friendships, your workplace, and your family life. 


To order a CD for practicing the recognition of all the subtle 
expressions shown in this book, go to emotionsrevealed.com. That 
Web site also offers another CD for learning how to recognize very 
brief micro expressions. 
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